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The grammatical features of the negation subsystem of Colloquial Singapore English (CSE) 
differ significantly from that of Standard varieties of English (StdE). Many scholars have 
recorded the occurrences of CSE negative particles in examples within their own works (see 
Ho and Wong 2001: 86; Bao 2005: 240; Leimgruber 2011), but did not discuss the topic, or 
did so only partially in relation to their own topics in CSE, while Schneider (2000) looked 
briefly at CSE negation, but only at the particle never, as an example of a New English 
variety displaying one of a few main types of negation patterns of New Englishes.  
However, CSE never is not the only negative particle that functions differently from StdE 
never, nor do the negative particles in CSE always function differently from their StdE 
counterparts. In fact, there are various negative particles in CSE that function similarly to 
StdE in some cases, but in other cases function more like the Mandarin negative particles mei 
and bu. Some other nonstandard functions of CSE negators can be seen in (1) – (4) taken 
from the International Corpus of English – Singapore (ICE-SIN): 
(1)  Why never comply this and that. 
 ‘Why didn’t (you) comply with these?’ 
 
(2) I didn’t hate it what. 
 ‘I don’t hate it.’ 
 
(3)  Don't have anything under the table. 
 ‘There isn’t anything under the table.’ 
 
(4) then haven't cook and all that you know. 
 ‘and (they) haven’t yet cooked or done anything’ 
(ICE-SIN) 
This study looks at not only one specific CSE particle, but at a few selected items that express 
negation – never, didn’t, haven’t, don’t (or doesn’t), and don’t have – analyzing their 
individual and interrelated roles within the CSE negation subsystem. These unique negation 
functions are neither StdE functions nor are they all examples of universal patterns of 
negation that can be found in many other New Englishes. In view of Singapore’s contact 
situation, where the majority of CSE speakers are also speakers of Chinese varieties such as 
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Hokkien, Teochew, Cantonese, and Mandarin to name a few, this study postulates that the 
unique patterns arose as a result of contact with the Chinese substrates.  
To test this hypothesis, the similarities between the functions of CSE negators and the 
functions of negators in Mandarin were analyzed following Bao’s (2005) theory on the 
systemic transfer of the aspectual subsystem through a lexifier filter, where Mandarin is the 
source from which grammatical features are transferred into CSE, and StdE is the lexifier 
filter which restricts this transfer. 
In particular, there will be a detailed investigation of the functions of CSE never, which this 
paper hypothesizes to be the tool employed by CSE speakers for the multifunctional roles of 
Mandarin mei, and which they generally prefer to use, where possible, and where the 
grammatical rules of never in the lexifier do not restrict its use. This study basically 
demonstrates that the transfer of grammatical features is system-based and occurs with entire 
sets of items and their functions from the Chinese substrates, rather than a one-to-one transfer 
of individual grammatical forms, and that function is more important in identifying contact-
induced change, as complete matches in structural form between the substrate and lexifier 
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This paper explores the grammatical features of the negation system in Colloquial Singapore 
English (CSE), which are significantly different from those of the Standard Varieties of 
English (StdE), such as those Kachru (1982) classified as “Inner Circle Englishes”. As there 
is a high degree of contact between languages in Singapore and a majority of the CSE 
speakers also speak various dialects of Chinese, it is hypothesized that contact with the 
Chinese substrate varieties was the main force that drove the development and evolution of 
CSE, and that these varieties were also the source of present-day CSE innovations. 
To conduct any analysis of a phenomenon, one must first understand the history and the 
context in which the particular situation arose. Therefore, before we can analyze the grammar 
of CSE and the workings of the language, we must first understand the complexity of the 
sociocultural and linguistic situation in Singapore, as well as the historical progress of the 
nation, that eventually resulted in the present state of CSE 
Chapter 1 delves into the historical and sociolinguistic background of Singapore, while 
Chapter 2 presents the theoretical background of this study. Chapter 3 provides a detailed 
account of the method in which the study was conducted, and Chapter 4 looks at the results 
and findings of the study. An analysis of results is provided in Chapter 5, before the thesis is 
concluded in Chapter 6. 
1.2 History of Singapore 
Singapore is a country in Southeast Asia, strategically situated right in the middle of many 
trade routes, making it a convenient stopover point for ships travelling within the region. As 
such, it has been a major trade and commerce hub ever since it was colonized by the British 
in 1819. After the reins of leadership over the island were taken over by the British from the 
Johore Empire, Singapore gradually developed into a place of extensive contact among 
people from a wide range of varying ethnic and linguistic backgrounds (Turnbull 1989). With 
the British designating Singapore as what Lee (2009) termed a ‘cosmopolitan trading post’, 
its original population of approximately 1000 inhabitants comprising mainly indigenous 
people and about 20-30 Malays and about the same number of Chinese, was soon inflated 
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with a great number of Malay and Chinese immigrants, a smaller number of immigrants of 
Indian, Arabic, Armenian, European, Eurasian origin, as well as immigrants of a number of 
other minority ethnic groups (Turnbull 1989:13). The population of these immigrants, 
especially the Chinese, in Singapore rose rapidly and soon the immigrants outnumbered the 
indigenous people living there (Lee 2009). In April 1867, Singapore became a crown colony, 
and by 1911, the number of its inhabitants had grown above 185,000, almost three-quarters of 
whom were Chinese (Leimgruber 2009). 
The Chinese immigrants came mainly from the southern provinces of Guangdong and Fujian, 
and brought their native dialects
1
 along with them to Singapore (Leimgruber 2009). As such, 
the largest proportion of the Chinese immigrants spoke Hokkien, followed by the second 
largest group who spoke a closely-related variety, Teochew, and smaller proportions 
speaking Cantonese and Hakka (Leimgruber 2009). The Hokkiens dominated commerce, 
while the Cantonese and the Hakkas came mostly as labourers and craftsmen (Leimgruber 
2009). Meanwhile, the Malay community, despite having lost “its position of predominance” 
to the Chinese (Turnbull 1989:37), still spoke Malay, which continued to be used as an 
official language of administration in Singapore, as the British continued to allow the original 
Malay rulers of Singapore “admitted judicial authority” (Turnbull 1989:16), hoping to gain 
full cooperation from the influential Malay chiefs (Turnbull 1989). The Indians in Singapore 
came mainly from Southern India, but also Punjab, also bringing their native languages to 
Singapore while the British, though a small minority, held key positions in the civil service 
and business (Leimgruber 2009). As a result, the English language became associated with 
positions of prestige, and enjoyed an elevated status in Singapore. 
Within this multiracial, multicultural and multilingual context of Singapore, daily activities 
required its speakers to engage in social interactions with other speakers who came from a 
diverse range of sociocultural backgrounds. By this time, the proportion of Singapore’s 
                                                          
1
 There has been much discussion of the question about whether the different varieties of Chinese are individual 
languages or mere dialects of one another (see DeFrancis 1986:53-67, Ramsey 1987:16-17, 28-29), especially in 
view of the fact that most of them are in fact mutually unintelligible (Cheng 1996), and that some varieties (such 
as Cantonese) have their own established writing system (Leimgruber 2009:4). At the crux of this naming 
controversy however, is a sociopolitical issue rather than a linguistic one (Trudgill 1995). In fact, the differences 
among the varieties, though significant, are more or less restricted to the surface structures, and the different 
varieties actually share the same core lexicon and a common grammar (Leimgruber 2009), hence forming ‘a 
homogenous substratum’ (Bao 2001:284). In this thesis, I defer to the common practice of referring to the 
Chinese varieties spoken in Singapore as ‘dialects’ (c.f. Bao, 2005, Leimgruber, 2009, among others), even 
though these Chinese ‘dialects’ are more akin to distinct, but genetically related languages.  
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population was roughly 76% Chinese, descendants from Southern China, 15% Malay and 
about 7% Indians, mainly Dravidians (Platt, Weber and Ho 1984).  While many picked up at 
least one other language apart from their native language, there was also a need for a 
common language in order to enable communication among the different ethnic groups. 
Previously, this common language spoken was Bazaar Malay, which had been adopted by the 
immigrants to communicate with the natives who first lived in Singapore. However, as 
Singapore grew, there was a shift in the status of the various languages in Singapore. English 
became the language of prestige and also the language taught in Christian missionaries set up 
by the British as well as English-medium schools; Malay became the language formally 
spoken by the minority ethnicity in Singapore even though it was the still spoken by a 
majority of the people in the Malay Archipelago and in Singapore; Chinese and Indians spoke 
too many different Chinese dialects and Indian languages respectively (Leimgruber, 2009) for 
any one language or dialect to be chosen as the common language, it was inevitable that 
English became the common language to be used among the people of Singapore. With such 
a medley of vastly different languages co-existing within the small space that is Singapore, 
and exerting influence on the English language, the contact language – Colloquial Singapore 
English (CSE), more widely known to the locals as Singlish – emerged as a grammatical 
‘hotpot’ that systematically combined features of the various languages. And it is this contact 
language that has developed and evolved in Singapore over the years.  
Today, Singapore’s population of approximately 5.2 million people comprises about 3.8 
million Singapore residents, the majority of whom are native Singaporeans, and about 1.4 
million non-residents. Of the Singapore residents, an estimated 74.1% are Chinese, 13.4% 
Malay, 9.2% Indian, and 3.3% persons of other races (Based on latest demographic data from 
Singapore Department of Statistics: July 2013). 
1.3 Linguistic Ecology of Singapore 
The British who colonized Singapore in the 18th century were the first to bring the English 
language to the country. During the early days of its introduction, the language was mainly 
used by native speakers of English from Britain and America. As the colonial rulers spoke 
English, they established it as the language of administration and commerce; besides which, 
the language was also used in other major important sectors (Gupta 2006). Hence, it became 
necessary for locals to learn the English language so as to communicate with the British, as 
well as perform clerical and other administrative jobs in government and business offices. As 
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such, schools were set up to teach English to the locals, and the language was then used as the 
language of instructions for other subjects. Christian missions also played a key role in the 
spread of English during this time, as church services and Bible texts were only provided in 
English (Platt 1982). Although some missionaries translated these materials into local 
languages, more of them did not, and instead established schools where English was taught 
(Platt 1982). 
English was therefore the language of the elite group in the colonial era and gradually came 
to replace Bazaar Malay as the main medium of communication among the locals who spoke 
different native languages (Platt, Weber and Ho 1984:14). Since then, schools have used BrE 
as the main language of instruction, and even after the colonial period, English was retained 
as one of Singapore’s official languages (Platt, Weber and Ho 1984:14), and in schools, BrE 
conventions in spelling and grammar are still followed in the education system even today 
(Lee 2009). BrE is also the language of legislation (although this has become a debatable 
topic in recent years, as the use of other StdE varieties such as American English (AmE) has 
become more prevalent, and there has been a relaxation of the strict use of BrE in schools), 
alongside the three other official languages, Mandarin, Malay and Tamil.  
Following the end of World War 2 in the 1940s, the global status of English has been 
consistently on the rise, having developed into a language for international communication, 
diplomacy and business dealings, as well as being one of the major languages used for 
scientific and technological research and publications (Platt, Weber and Ho 1984:14). In 
Singapore too, English came to be used as the main mode of communication in the society, in 
schools, and even in an increasing proportion of homes.  
In schools, all schoolchildren were, and still are, required to learn English, together with their 
‘Mother Tongue’, a term which refers to the language of their ethnicity – assigned to them by 
the Singaporean Ministry of Education – rather than their native tongue. Hence all Chinese 
would learn Mandarin as their ‘Mother Tongue’, all Malays would learn Malay, and all 
Indians would learn Tamil (Leimgruber 2009). However, many of these same children grow 
up in homes where the adults are more proficient in their native tongues, which comprise a 
vast array of languages and dialects such as Hokkien, Cantonese, Baba Malay (spoken by the 
Peranakans – ethnic Chinese who had adopted the traditions of the Indonesian Archipelago 
(c.f. Reid, & Alilunas-Rodgers (1996) for more information about Peranakans)), Punjabi, etc, 
other than the four ‘prescribed’ languages. In fact, during the earlier stages of CSE 
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development, the main Chinese dialect spoken in Singapore was Hokkien, and the other main 
Chinese dialects spoken were Teochew, Cantonese, Hakka and Hainanese, and Bazaar Malay, 
a pidgin-type Malay, was also spoken as the lingua franca among the different ethnicities. In 
addition to its use by the 42% of Chinese who were Hokkien, the Hokkien dialect was also 
used as a wider language of communication by speakers of the different Chinese dialects. 
Although Mandarin had only about 1% of native speakers in the area, it was considered by 
the government as a more suitable language than any of the Southern Chinese dialects for the 
expression of Chinese values and culture, and there were several campaigns put in place to 
speak ‘more Mandarin and less dialect’. As a result, and depending on the language(s) spoken 
at home, children developed varying attitudes towards learning their ‘Mother Tongue’ 
languages in school as well as varying degrees of speed and success to which they pick these 
languages up.  
Following the war, the English language had grown steadily in status, functions, and as the 
major language of education in Singapore. While schools were allowed to choose any one of 
the four official languages as their medium of instruction and to teach English as a second 
language if it had not been chosen as the first language, and to teach either Mandarin, Malay 
or Tamil as a second language if English had been chosen as the first language, this freedom 
of choice seemed redundant, since, by the 1980s, Tamil-medium education had already 
vanished, Malay-medium education had dwindled considerably, and many of the Chinese-
medium schools had changed over to an essentially English-medium education, teaching 
Mandarin only as a subject (Gopinathan 1998). Around the 1960s to 1970s, to cater to the 
different learning abilities of children, there were moves to provide monolingual education, 
mainly in English or Mandarin, for the less gifted children and to encourage students with 
more academic ability to go to special bilingual schools in order to become proficient in both 
English and Mandarin. All tertiary education in Singapore had come to be is taught in English 
by this point.  
For the younger Singaporeans, English had taken the place of Bazaar Malay as the language 
through which different ethnic groups communicated. Since most of them also took Mandarin, 
Malay or Tamil as their compulsory second language at school (Platt 1975), they were in fact 
bilingual. If they were Chinese, they usually spoke the native Chinese dialects of their parents 
at home on top of Mandarin, and so were in fact able to speak more than just two languages.  
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Initially, most of the teachers at the English medium schools were British or Eurasian. 
However, as the number of schools and the number of school-going children in Singapore 
increased, the number of British teachers was not enough to fulfil the demand for them, and it 
became necessary to recruit teachers who were non-native English speakers. English teachers 
were first hired from areas where English was more firmly established, such as Ceylon. 
Hence Indians, and especially Jaffna Tamils who came from there, were preferred, but at the 
same time, locals who had passed through the local education system were also employed as 
teachers. Eventually, teacher training colleges were set up locally (Hong 1999). The local 
English teachers, though they tried to use textbook-standard English, spoke and taught a form 
of English that had already been modified and was significantly different from that of the 
native speakers who had been their teachers; and this was the form of English that was then 
acquired by the schoolchildren, who were native speakers of languages such as Baba Malay, 
Hokkien, Teochew, Cantonese and Tamil, which were spoken in Singapore at the time (Platt, 
Weber and Ho, 1984:3). 
Moreover, students also learnt English outside the classroom; in the playground while 
playing with older children, overhearing conversations while on their way to school and back 
home, hearing it at home from their elder siblings; and in communicating with friends who 
spoke a different native language from themselves. The English they acquired and used then, 
though often ungrammatical and termed ‘broken English’ by their teachers nevertheless 
served its fundamental purpose: that of enabling the communication of ideas with others 
(Alsagoff and Ho 1998). 
With an increasing number of educational institutes, most of which had English as the main 
mode of instruction, an increasing rate of student enrolment, an increase in the range of 
education as well as an increase in the number of years of education individuals could obtain, 
the number of English speakers in Singapore also increased. Students were gradually able to 
go beyond primary school education to attain secondary school education, and even go on to 
enroll in local universities. This continuous exposure to, and use of English over the years 
meant that students used it in many different situations and contexts. CSE now had a much 
wider range and set of functions, and was no longer merely used for communication between 
friends, but was also used by educated speakers in their daily activities, including formal 
occasions. At the same time, as the local speakers started using CSE for an increasing number 
of functions, they had also modified the language to better fit their needs, and these changes 
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had become recognizable not just to CSE speakers, but also to people outside Singapore 
(Platt and Ho, 1989). 
In media and literature, English and Mandarin are the predominant languages. Singapore has 
television channels in the four main local languages. However, there are two Mandarin 
channels which run programmes almost all day and only one channel each in the other three 
languages. In particular, the channel that runs programmes in Tamil shares its broadcast time 
with English children’s programmes. In the film industry, the more widely publicized local 
film productions are mainly in Mandarin and to a smaller extent, English, while the imported 
films are also mainly in English and Mandarin, although there are a higher proportion of 
English films. In recent years, the local television and film industry has seen a gradual 
comeback of productions in other dialects such as Hokkien and Cantonese from Taiwan and 
Hong Kong respectively. However, the proportion of younger generation who are able to 
speak their own Chinese dialects has already been greatly diminished for some dialects, and 
there are no longer any native speakers for most of the other Chinese dialects in Singapore.  
In Singapore, English is the language that promises higher status, more opportunities for 
promotions, and better-paid jobs (Platt, Weber and Ho 1984:23), while the substrate 
languages represent culture, heritage and values (Wee 2003). In fact, Platt, Weber and Ho 
(1984) have articulated the two important types of connotations that English has for the 
people who use it: English as a neutral language, and English as a status language; when 
bilingual or multilingual speakers use the language or languages that they know, or when 
they choose to codeswitch or codemix, they may be trying to emphasize an aspect of the topic 
they are talking about, or that of the relationship with the person with whom they are 
speaking. Local languages tend to connote local cultural values and feelings of intimacy and 
camaraderie (Alsagoff 2007), while a non-English lingua franca such as Bazaar Malay 
connotes a sense of belonging to the wider region that is the Malay Archipelago. English, 
conversely, connotes education, socio-economic status and often also of power (Platt, Weber 
and Ho 1984:29). 
In this section, we looked at the development of CSE over the years, and the ways in which 
the situational context might have influenced its development. In the words of one of the 
earliest writers on the topic of CSE, Ray Tongue, “English usage will continue to change; 
living languages are always in a state of evolution and development. It is likely to change 
particularly quickly where it is a second language and so is used to fulfil important 
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communicative functions in a society where it is not indigenous” (Tongue 1979:17). He 
posits that any previously learned language habits of a speaker will significantly affect the 
way in which they use another language that is not their native tongue. This in turn affects the 
evolution process of that language, in this case, CSE.  
As mentioned earlier in this section, during its initial formation years, the first language of 
the vast majority of speakers of CSE was either Malay or one of the Chinese dialects. 
Although Malay and the Chinese dialects belong to quite different families of languages, they 
do share certain features that are different from English, such as the fact that neither language 
has the feature of verbal inflection for subject, or for tense. Malay and Chinese speaking 
learners of English will hence find these features hard to grasp (Tongue 1979:17), and may 
resort to using the structures or rules of their native languages instead.  
It is therefore hardly surprising that CSE, emerging in the face of this highly complex 
linguistic ecology, has BrE as its lexifier, but displays strong influence from the various 





















2.1 Variation and typological issues 
The simplest definition of language contact is “the use of more than one language in the same 
place at the same time” (Thomason 2001:1), which clearly applies to the case of Singapore, 
where CSE developed amid a wide range of languages and dialects in Singapore, as discussed 
in the previous section. Contact languages are sometimes hard to trace as they are usually 
spoken, and thus are seldom recorded or documented in archives and papers. However, with 
the advent of the computer and internet, came common digital archives such as the ICE 
corpus (Greenbaum and Nelson 1996), software and programmes such as WordSmith (Scott 
2013) to analyze these archives rapidly, and online diaries, chatrooms and forums in which 
languages or dialects that were typically spoken were now recorded and easily retrievable in 
written form.  
The type of contact language that CSE is has been a topic of great discussion among linguists 
in this field, and there seemed to be a general agreement that it did not fit completely into any 
of the two categories that contact languages were typically classified into – pidgins or creoles 
– although various different theories have been developed about the type of contact language 
CSE is, backed up with evidence from the language variety itself. This section looks at some 
of the relevant theories, and concludes with the approach that this thesis will follow in the 
analysis of the CSE negation system, and of CSE never in particular.  
2.2 Theories on contact languages 
Thomason (1997) described pidgins and creoles in great detail, and went on to explain the 
‘abrupt creolization theory following Thomason and Kaufman (1991). According to 
Thomason (2001), a pidgin is a new language that arises in a new contact situation in which 
two or more different languages are spoken. The people in the contact situation have no 
means to communicate, and yet need to do so on a regular basis for specific purposes – the 
most common being trade and commerce.  Due to various combinations of social, economic 
and political reasons, they do not learn each other’s languages, but instead develop a pidgin, 
whose vocabulary comes mainly from one of the languages in contact, while its grammar ‘is 
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a kind of crosslanguage compromise of the grammars of the languages in contact” 
(Thomason 2001:1). This means that pidgins generally share the following characteristics: 
1. They are not native languages,  
2. They are always spoken as an additional language on top of the speaker’s native 
languages,  
3. They are typically used for limited purposes of intergroup communication 
4. They have less linguistic material 
5. They tend to lack elaborate morphological structures 
A creole on the other hand, develops in contact situations that involve two or more languages, 
and typically adopts the lexicon of a single lexifier language, but not the grammar. According 
to Thomason (2001), a creole is ‘a crosslanguage compromise of the language of its creators, 
who may or may not include native speakers of the lexifier language’, and is also the native 
language of a speech community (Thomason 2001:159). 
Hence, within a new multilingual contact situation, the main difference between the pidgins 
and creoles that arise is that a pidgin is used in limited domains while a creole is potentially 
used in all domains (Thomason 2001). As such, according to the criterion above, Thomason 
(2001) views CSE as a creole which has arisen without going through a stable pidgin stage, 
with all the characteristics of one, and terms the process of its development ‘abrupt 
creolization’.  
Platt (1975:372) considered CSE different from other creoles, and labelled it a ‘creoloid’, a 
contact language which fulfils the following criteria: 
1. It has similar structural variables to post-creoles based on the same ‘standard’ 
language. 
2. It did not develop from a pidgin but by some other process. 
3. It developed from the transference of features into the ‘standard’ language from the 
languages of several (sometimes unrelated) ethnic groups.  
4. The superordinate language is usually only one of the official languages.  
5. It is used as one of several ‘native’ languages by the speech community. 
6. It is usually also used as a lingua franca in inter-ethnic group communication within 
the speech community where it is one of the sub-varieties. 
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His model of CSE as a creoloid is based on a continuum of lects that he sees SgE as 
(Leimgruber 2009), where more educated speakers are assumed to have a greater linguistic 
repertoire consisting of subvarieties that are perceived to be of a higher status, as well as 
those of a lower status, whilst speakers of lower educational level would only be able to 
speak the lower subvarieties (Pakir 1991).  
Subsequently, some scholars began seeing some of these contact languages which were 
closely modelled upon English, as ‘New Varieties’ of English, or New Englishes, rather than 
pidgins or creoles (Platt, Weber and Ho 1984). According to them, a New English is one that 
satisfies the following conditions: 
1. It has developed through the education. This means that it has been taught as a subject 
and, in many cases, also used as a medium of instruction in regions where languages 
other than English were the main languages. The degree to which English is used as a 
medium of education for other subjects may vary considerably from nation to nation 
and from one type of school to another.  
2. It has developed in an area where a native variety of English was not the language 
spoken by most of the population. For various reasons, pidgin and creole languages 
were not considered to be native varieties of English. 
3. It is used for a range of functions among those who speak or write it in the region 
where it is used. This means that the new variety is used for at least some purposes 
such as: letter writing, in the writing of literature, in parliament, in communication 
between the government and the people, in the media, and sometimes for spoken 
communication between friends and in the family. It may be used as a lingua franca, a 
general language of communication, among those who speak the same native 
language but use English because it is felt to be more appropriate for certain purposes.  
4. It has become ‘localized’ or ‘nativised’ by adopting some language features of its own, 
such as sounds, intonation patterns, sentence structures, words, expressions. Usually it 
has also developed some different rules for using language in communication.  
(Platt, Weber and Ho 1984:2) 
The term ‘New English’ is most applicable to Singapore English, since CSE developed as a 
result of modifications to BrE, which was taught in schools earlier on in Singapore’s history, 
as described in previous sections. During the time of its development, the most commonly 
spoken languages were the native tongues of the various ethnic groups instead of English, 
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and some also learnt the languages of other ethnic groups. However, CSE came to be used for 
a range of functions, from education to communication in trade and commerce, becoming a 
native language for the younger generation (Gupta 1994), and present day CSE has its own 
distinct set of sounds, intonation patterns, sentence structures, words, expressions, as well as 
its own rules for using the language in communication (Platt, Weber and Ho 1984:6). Intra-
CSE differences also exist in the CSE spoken by people of different ethnic and/or language 
background, but national-regional factors seem to cancel the effect of ethnic and language 
background. This can be seen by the difference between the Indian English spoken by an 
Indian in India and the Singaporean English spoken by an Indian in Singapore. While older 
Singaporean Indians could still be recognized as Indian English speakers; the same was not 
true for the younger Singaporeans of Indian background. Through telephone tests conducted 
by the writers in Singapore, it was also shown that while younger Malays and Indians who 
had undergone English-medium education could be identified as Singaporean by Chinese 
switchboard operators, they were unable to discern their ethnicity (see Platt, Weber and Ho 
1984; Lim 1996; Deterding and Poedjosoedarmo 2000; Lim 2000). The high degree of 
similarity between CSE and the more standard varieties of English prevent it from being 
classified as a pidgin or creole, and yet such nuances in the use of CSE prevent it from being 
‘standard’. As such, it is most appropriate to label CSE a New English. 
In the contact situation in Singapore, the CSE speakers often had to borrow discourse items 
from their native languages in order to express themselves well in a language which they had 
not had full mastery of, and which sometimes, perhaps, did not contain an item that could 
adequately express what their native language could. However, they do not borrow just 
individual words. Rather, in specific combinations of sociolinguistic circumstances, any, and 
all aspects of language structure could be transferred from one language to another 
(Thomason 2001:11). 
2.3 The grammar of contact languages  
Language change and evolution is constantly occurring, and it is sometimes difficult to 
determine whether a change has occurred purely as a result of natural language progression, 
or if its contact with other languages had something to do with the change, although it must 
be said that the effects do not work in isolation. Thomason (2001:93) proposes that in order 
to identify a contact-induced language change, shared structural features between the source 
and receiving languages have to be found. These shared features are seldom identical in every 
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aspect since interference features often function differently in the receiving language once 
they have been transferred from the source language. It must also be proven that these 
features had not previously existed in the receiving language, and only appeared after being 
in close contact with the source language, thus modifying the receiving language; and that the 
features were present in the source language before it had come into close contact with the 
receiving language.  It is usually bilinguals who initiate the borrowing of structural features, 
and such transfers are usually accompanied by lexical borrowing or introduced by speakers of 
the source language, whose innovations are then adopted by other speakers of the receiving 
language (Winford 2003:62). 
The various theories on contact languages make many predictions about the grammars that 
arise as a result of the contact between the languages within the contact situation. Some of the 
main predictions about these grammatical features will be highlighted next. 
First of all, the grammar of a contact language does not merely show similarity to any one 
particular language among those in contact, but seems instead, to be an amalgam of the 
common features of the those languages, as well as some features that are universally 
considered easier for new learners to pick up and master (Thomason 2001:12). In this thesis, 
we will look at the negation patterns in CSE, some of which might arguably have arose as a 
result of universal language learning patterns, but this thesis posits that while universal 
language learning patterns may play a role in the negation patterns in CSE, the main driving 
force of the formation of these patterns is the influence of the various Chinese dialects on 
CSE. 
Secondly, in the transfer of features from one language to another, the surface forms always 
get transferred first, followed by structural transfers (if any) (Thomason 2001:62). Some even 
go so far as to say that structural transfers cannot occur without the transfer of surface forms, 
and still others propose that the transfer of grammatical features can only occur if these 
features fit well into the existing structure (see Antoine Meillet 1921) or the potential 
development path (c.f. Sapir 1921 and Jakobson 1938) of the receiving language. Although 
this prediction seems to hold true for contact languages at the initial stages of the contact 
situation, there are many counterexamples to be found in contact languages that are in the 
later stages of their development. CSE features, for example, do not seem to fit with these 
predictions, since many CSE examples show functional similarity between the CSE and 
Chinese negation markers, but their surface forms do not correspond, like in example (5):  
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(5) Structural without surface form transfer 
CSE: Some of the public toilet there is no soap so sometimes it is difficult to wash hand  
thoroughly.                                (sgclub forums
2
) 
Mandarin: You xie gong gong che suo mei  you fei zhao, suo yi you shi hou hen    nan  
Gloss:        some       public       toilet NEG have soap,     so      sometimes very difficult 
      ba     shou xi de hen gan jing 
      ASP    hand wash very clean 
In this example, the Mandarin translation would contain the negative marker don’t have, but 
this is not the marker used in the CSE example. Instead, the simple negator no is used. 
Structurally, the sentence is very similar to a Mandarin sentence, but the words of the 
sentence are entirely in English.  
On the other hand, while there are examples of surface form transfers from Chinese to CSE 
(with or without structural transfers), there are also examples of structural transfers without 
the transfer of the surface forms, and instances in which both structural and form transfers 
occur. Examples of these two cases are given in examples (6) and (7). 
(6) Surface form without structural transfer  
CSE: “Who Is nua-ing @ Office Now?”              (sgforums3) 
Hokkien: xiang ji zun do office Nua? 
Gloss:     Who   now  at  office laze? 
The form Hokkien word nua is used with StdE tense inflection in this example, and the 
structure of the question follows that of an StdE question rather than a Mandarin one. Hence, 
it is clear that there is no structural transfer from Mandarin to CSE in this case. 
(7) Structural and surface form transfer 
CSE: Inside got a lot of fruits.          (ICE-SIN) 
Mandarin: li mian you hen duo shui guo  
Gloss:       Inside have  a lot      fruit 
StdE: There are many fruits inside 
Here we see both structural and surface form transfer, as got has attained meanings that are 
different from those of StdE. It also functions differently from StdE got, and is used in a 
sentence that is grammatically similar to a Mandarin sentence.  
                                                          
2
 A Singaporean online forum. 
3
 Another Singaporean online forum 
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As there are examples of different types of transfer and there is no one uniform way in which 
transfer can occur, the predictions made about the grammars of contact languages are too 
narrow to fully account for the grammatical patterns of CSE.  
Another commonly predicted phenomenon is that contact-induced change naturalizes or 
simplifies the receiving language by making it less marked overall (Thomason 2001:64). This 
is unsurprising since contact languages typically arise in situations where the lack of a 
common language and the necessity of one for intergroup communication means that the 
language that arises tends to have a only small range of communicative functions, very basic 
grammatical structure and only the vocabulary that is most relevant to the daily lives and 
needs of its speakers (Thomason 2001:168). This certainly seems true of some aspects of 
CSE such as the lack of tense and subject inflection (Gupta 1994:67).  
Thomason (2001:71) outlines a borrowing scale based mainly on the intensity of contact 
within a contact situation. According to her, some of the major determinants in this 
borrowing scale are: 
1. Intensity of contact: The more intense the contact is, the more kinds of interference 
are possible. Though intensity is hard to define, it generally has to do with the amount 
of cultural pressure exerted by one group of speakers on another. It is found that non-
basic vocabulary gets borrowed under conditions of casual contact, but as the 
intensity increases, the kinds of borrowed features increase according to the relative 
ease of borrowing from a linguistic perspective, until finally all aspects of a 
language’s structure are susceptible to borrowing.  
2. Length of period of contact: The longer two languages are in contact, the greater the 
probability of extensive structural interference.  
3. Number of speakers:  The number of speakers each language has affects the 
languages in contact, as well as the resultant contact language(s). If one or two groups 
in contact are much larger than the other, the smaller group’s language is more likely 
to acquire features from the larger group’s language than if the two groups are 
roughly equal in size. This is mostly because the larger group is likely to be a 
dominant culture. 
4. Socioeconomic dominance: The more socioeconomic dominance one of the groups 
exerts, the more likely it is that the subordinate group will adopt features from the 




Additionally, the language attitudes of speakers and their political leaders are very important 
in predicting the way a language develops. The more receptive a community to the languages 
and dialects of the various groups of people in contact, the more likely that there will be 
transfers of the more complex structural features from one language to another, while the less 
receptive it is to the features languages and dialects, the more likely it is that the transfers will 
simply stop at the level of vocabulary transfers for the purposes of simple communication, 
since the transfer of the more complex structures requires the borrowers to have knowledge 
of the structure of the language from which they are borrowing, which they will not have if 
they are not receptive to the language (Appel and Muysken 2006). This is in turn related to 
the fluency level of the borrowers in the source language, and the proportion of speakers who 
are fully bilingual in the source language and the lexifier. The more highly fluent they are in 
the source language, the greater the number of more complex structural features they will be 
able to import (sometimes unconsciously) into the lexifier language, with or without word 
borrowing (Thomason 2001:69). This shows that structural borrowing can occur even in the 
absence of surface form borrowing, and therefore counters the theories which predict that the 
adoption of surface forms is not only necessary but that is will always occur before structural 
borrowing.  
Another major determinant in the borrowing scale is linguistic rather than social, where less 
tightly structured features are easier to borrow than features that fit into tightly integrated 
closed structures. As such, the easiest items to borrow are nonbasic vocabulary items as they 
are easily slotted into the existing syntactic structures, followed by relatively superficial 
phonological and syntactic features, and the hardest item to borrow is inflectional 
morphology, because the items that are involved are part of wholes that are ‘relatively small, 
self contained, and highly organized’, and therefore less receptive to change (Thomason 
2001). Specifically, she states that contact languages tend to favour a particular distribution 
of TMA markers is (Thomason 2001:167), and the analysis of CSE in this study will further 
explore this claim. 
According to this borrowing scale, Thomason (2001) predicts that at the highest intensity 
level of contact between speakers of two languages, the structural borrowings are likely to 
take on any form which  may result in major typological changes in the borrowing language. 
Hence, there may be considerable changes to syntactic features such as word order, relative 
clauses, negation, coordination, subordination, comparison and quantification (Thomason 
2001:71). Since CSE developed over an extended period of time after 1819 within a contact 
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situation where the majority of its speakers were of Chinese ethnicity and were bilingual in 
English and either Mandarin and/or the other Chinese dialects as well as Malay, while the 
minority ethnic groups spoke various other languages alongside English, the intensity of 
contact can be considered to be rather high. As such, following Thomason’s predictions, it 
should not be surprising if CSE displays structural borrowing of syntactic features (such as 
items of negation) from Chinese, even in the absence of word borrowing.  
With respect to the contact language, universal markedness; the degree of integration of 
features into the linguistic system; and the typological distance between the source and 
recipient languages are the three main linguistic factors listed by Thomason (2001:76) that 
could influence the way it changes as a result of contact. She then goes on to identify the 
three basic effects of interference on the structure of the receiving language (2001:85), but 
qualifies that they are not always easily distinguishable from each other, or easily identified 
within the structures of the receiving language, since they affect structural features while 
surface forms remain seemingly unchanged. Importantly, the competition between the new 
and the previously existing features tend to result in all of the three basic effects, which are:  
1. A receiving language feature may be lost without replacement as a result of 
interference.  
2. A new feature may be added to the recipient language’s stock of linguistic material. 
3. An interference feature may replace one of the recipient language’s original features. 
(Thomason 2001) 
The two other types of possible contact-induced effects on languages are convergence and 
relexification. The former describes the process through which two or more languages in a 
contact situation are mutually modified to become more similar to one another. As such, both 
the languages in contact contributed to the creation of the convergent structures, and these 
structures would either have already been present in both languages, or they would partially 
resemble both languages but would not be completely identical. Relexification on the other 
hand, is a large-scale borrowing process that results in the complete, or almost complete, 
replacement of a language’s vocabulary by the vocabulary another language (Myers-Scotton 
2002). 
The most well known theories for describing such language contact as detailed above are 
Derek Bickerton’s Language Bioprogramme Hypothesis (LBH) and Claire Lefebvre’s 
Relexification Hypothesis.  
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According to Bickerton’s LBH, the creation of a creole is the result of first-language 
acquisition by adults in a new contact environment where linguistic input is restricted by the 
immediate need for an all-purpose community-wide language. These adults communicate in a 
macaronic prepidgin which does not have a stable shared grammar, and this in turn, is the 
linguistic input for their children as they grow up. Tasked with learning only the unstable 
prepidgin as their ‘language’, the children then construct a grammar derived from 
grammatical structures that are genetically programmemed, hard-wired into every newborn 
human infant’s brain. This theory can account for the shared features in classic creoles, but 
do not explain the vast differences between different creoles, or the fact that different creoles 
have the same non-syntactic features.  
Lefebvre on the other hand argues for the substratist approach, and her theory is based on 
relexification. She proposes that ‘creoles are created by adults who develop a new lexicon by 
combining the phonetic shapes of one language with the semantic and syntactic information 
of another language’, and that this is ‘the central process of creolization’ (1986). However, 
this does not take into account any tendency for ‘negotiation’ in the process of creating a new 
contact language (Thomason 2001). Moreover, such approaches based on surface equivalence 
are more focused on equivalence in syntagmatic relations across categories rather than to 
categorical equivalence, assuming that the two languages in contact share the same categories, 
when in fact categories in different languages often fail to match each other closely (Winford 
2003:132). It would therefore be more appropriate to follow approaches which focus more on 
grammatical relations instead of linear order so as to gain new perspectives on how 
grammatical constraints operate in different language pairs. One such example is Bao’s (2005) 
systemic substratist approach, which will be the approach that this thesis follows in analyzing 
the negation system of CSE. 
2.4 Bao’s (2005) systemic substratist approach 
In the contact situation of Singapore, where a complex network of languages and language 
varieties are constantly interacting with one another, the speakers of CSE will inevitably 
borrow discourse items from their various native languages into CSE so as to better express 
themselves. This is especially true when CSE lacks a word for the representation of a 
discourse (lexical or grammatical) item which serves a particular function in its source 
language. In such cases, surface forms could be borrowed directly from the source language 
into CSE (e.g. borrowing of Lexical items like rojak, sian, bodoh), or more complex 
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structural borrowing could occur, through which functions of discourse item in its source 
language could be transferred to an existing CSE form, thereby expanding the set of functions 
it has. Grammatical items are usually transferred in the latter manner, but such transfers are 
often not as easy to pick out, since there are more intrinsic processes at work. Thus more in-
depth investigation is required for conclusive identification. At the same time, because 
grammatical features occur within a system and can seldom be analyzed in complete isolation, 
like lexical items can, it is likely that any transfer of functions will entail a partial, or even 
full, transfer of entire “grammatical subsystems” (Bao 2005), involving more than a single 
discourse item.  
Bao’s systemic substratist approach theory builds on Lefebvre’s relexification theory, as 
briefly highlighted earlier, which she outlined in a series of works (cf. Lefebvre 1986, 1993, 
1996; Lefebvre and Lumsden 1989). According to her substratist theory of relexification, the 
lexical entry of a creole word comprises the phonological representation of its counterpart in 
the lexifier, and the semantic and syntactic representations of the substrate; and is the central 
player in substrate transfer. The relexification process is more clearly illustrated in Figure 1 
taken from Lefebvre (1998) (cf. Muysken 1981). 
 
Figure 1: The relexification schema. 
This process occurs when there is convergence between the semantic properties of the 
original lexical entry in the substrate language and that of its counterpart in the lexifier. While 
this substratist approach accounts for some of the non-standard functions of certain lexical 
items in CSE such as want, got and also (see Bao 2005: 254-256), it has received criticism 
for being unsystematic and inadequate (Degraff 2002), and for not accounting for the set of 
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CSE lexical items whose innovative features do not, in fact, occur in isolation, but yet are 
analyzed as individual lexical items under the relexification theory (Bao 2005). 
Bao (2005) addresses this issue by refining the original relexification theory and exploring 
the possibility of entire “grammatical subsystems” being transferred instead of the traditional 
view of one-to-one transfer of individual lexical or discourse items from one language to 
another in contact situations. He theorized that the aspectual system of CSE was “a self-
contained grammatical subsystem” transferred from Mandarin through a lexifier filter – the 
StdE grammar. According to him, in spite of the fact that Mandarin and English have 
different and competing aspectual categories, “the aspectual system of Singapore English is 
essentially the Chinese system filtered through the morphosyntax of English. Substrate 
influence is systemic, and the competing grammatical subsystems do not mix” (Bao 2005). 
The systemic transfer of a particular grammatical subsystem may be inhibited if “it does not 
meet the grammaticality requirements of the lexical-source language” (Bao 2005). As such, 
even though the CSE aspectual system is very similar to Mandarin grammatical structures 
that perform the same functions, they are not completely identical to one another. Bao’s 
(2005) theory has since been further explored by Lee (2009), who looked at CSE got as a 
discourse item that displayed similar features to Mandarin you. Indeed, his theory can 
potentially be extended to apply to many other grammatical features in CSE.  
This thesis follows Bao’s (2005) method of study and explores the CSE negation system by 
focusing on the influence from Chinese dialects
4
, as Chinese speakers make up the largest 
proportion of CSE speakers in Singapore and hence are likely to have the greatest influence 
on the language. It is acknowledged that the other substrate languages had also influenced the 
development of CSE. However, the other main substrate language, Malay, has similar 
                                                          
4 From this point on, Mandarin will be the representative language for all the main Chinese dialects spoken in 
Singapore, and Mandarin examples will be used to represent relevant grammatical features of the Mandarin 
language as well as that of the various Chinese dialects, following Bao’s (2005) labelling convention. This way 
of labelling is based on the shared ‘universal Chinese grammar’ (Chao 1968:13) among the Chinese dialects, 
despite morphosyntactic differences, as well as a lack of mutual intelligibility, such as the correspondence of 
Mandarin le to Hokkien V- u and S- liau (le and liau are cognates), and to Cantonese V- tso (Bao 2005). These 
differences are more related to the surface form of Mandarin and the other Chinese Dialects, and are less 
relevant to the unique grammatical features of said dialects. As such, they do not affect the argument of this 




negation patterns to Chinese, and any influence of Malay on the negation system of CSE will 
only reinforce the macro-idea that systemic transfer from one or more language into a contact 
variety can indeed occur. The likelihood is that the more similarities that can be found in the 
grammars of the various different languages, the more deeply entrenched the patterns will be 
within the contact variety, since it is not only transferred from one (or more) language(s), but 
its transfer is also reinforced by the other language(s).  
2.5 Negation 
The negation system is one of the most commonly and frequently used grammatical 
subsystems in language. Since frequency is one of the significant factors that favours transfer 
of substrate features into the lexifier (Siegel 2008) the negation system is therefore highly 
susceptible to change. On top of that, the fact that communication among speakers in 
Singapore is intense and inevitable due to its high population density, means that evolution of 
the CSE negation system occurs at a rate that is even more accelerated, as speakers constantly 
seek more efficient and convenient ways of expressing themselves. 
 Despite the large amount of research that has been conducted on CSE however, its unique 
negation system has remained relatively unstudied. Ho and Wong (2001) account for some of 
the functions of CSE never, but only provide a description of the various contexts in which 
never is used in CSE and compares it with the use of never in more standard varieties of 
English, without providing in-depth analysis of its semantic functions of the negative marker 
in those contexts (Tubau 2008).  
Schneider (2000) provided a typological perspective on negation patterns observed in New 
Englishes (see Dahl 1979; Payne 1985; Bernini and Ramat 1996), and observed that negation 
was mainly expressed either morphologically or syntactically. The most common forms of 
syntactic negation are invariant single or double negative particles (Schneider 2000). These 
particles first undergo alternating processes of semantic and phonetic weakening, eventually 
losing their surface forms, and are then replaced by new negative particles, whereupon the 
cycle repeats again (Jespersen 1917: 19-21). Within this framework, Schneider (2000: 210) 
then summarizes the general characteristics of English negation as follows: 
“Negation in English is 
- mostly syntactic (though it can be expressed by some prefixes as well), and  
- expressed by a single negative particle, not;  
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- the position of this negator is normally after the operator (the first auxiliary 
element and finite constituent of a complex predicate);  
- use of a dummy auxiliary before not (“do-support”) is mandatory and 
characteristic in full-verb clauses; 
- in colloquial speech the negator commonly merges with the operator (yielding 
don’t and didn’t or, with modal verbs, can’t etc); 
- non-standard varieties commonly allow the copying of the negator to postverbal 
indefinites (“multiple negation”).” 
Schneider (2000) also details the various ways in which negation is expressed in the “New 
Englishes”, and the lexical items through which they are expressed, which function 
differently from their Standard English counterparts. The negation marker never was 
identified by Schneider (2000) as one such marker commonly used in many New Englishes, 
to take on a range of functions that “went far beyond the plain standard English core meaning 
of ‘not at any time’” and which had “acquired several specific meanings and functional 
properties” in these varieties, although he was unable, at the time of writing, to identify the 
factors and conditions that would activate each of the various specific functions. 
Edwards and Weltens (1985: 108) stated that “never can in many dialects refer to a single 
occasion in the past”, thereby corresponding closely to the Standard English negation marker 
didn’t, which indeed appears to be the case according to the findings of Bauer (1997) in the 
various English varieties in Scotland, and those of Carr (1972) in Hawaiian English, and even 
appears to be the case in some varieties of British English
5
, albeit the less standard varieties 
(c.f. Crystal 1995: 327 on never in Estuary English). Never is also used as a completive form, 
much like Standard English “have never V”. However, while StdE sentences containing 
never are only grammatical when used in conjunction with verbs marked with tense and 
aspect, non-standard never may be used alone to represent aspectual negation in the absence 
of additional auxiliary verbal components,. 
That said, this thesis does not attempt to theorize a universal pattern or reason for the 
occurrence of non-standard never that would apply to all varieties of New Englishes. The 
                                                          
5
 As pointed out by one of the reviewers of this thesis, the early generation of English teachers in Singapore 
could have brought with them the grammatical features of some of these non-standard British English varieties, 
including the use of never to refer to a single occasion. However, while I acknowledge this possibility, 
investigating these connections will require a depth of analysis of the historical development of never in CSE 
that is beyond the scope of this thesis.  
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explanations and possible reasons given in this thesis are based solely upon the unique 
sociolinguistic context in Singapore, and do not apply to other varieties of English. Although 
it is possible that similar trends observed in other varieties of New Englishes could have 
arisen as a result of the same reasons and motivations as that in Singapore, it is also possible 
that these are universal trends and patterns that have a natural tendency to arise due to certain 
characteristics of the negative particle never itself, but whose occurrence may be triggered by 
several different reasons. The next section will delve deeper into the analysis of the various 
functions of never. 
In Standard English, never is generally used to mean ‘not at any time’ (see also Huddleston 
and Pullum, 2002), but is often also used in conjunction with other discoursal elements such 
as adverbs or adjectives, and can occur in a number of different contexts. The Oxford English 
Dictionary documents almost all the different functions and uses of never, including some of 
the more obscure or obsolete functions, but for the purposes of comparison and analysis 
against CSE in this thesis, only the functions that are generally used and heard in StdE are 
listed below: 
never, adv. and int. 
A. adv. 
1. At no time or moment; on no occasion; not ever. 
a. With addition of limiting word, as after, before, since, yet, etc. 
b.  (a) Emphasized by immediate repetition. 
     (b) With ever as postmodifying intensifier. Now colloq. 
2. As a simple emphatic negative relating to a single event: not at all, in no way. In 
later use chiefly with imperatives, and in colloq. use expressing emphatic denial (freq. 
with the verb omitted).never fear: see FEAR v. 4c. never (you) mind: 
see MIND v. 5b. never neither: see NEITHER pron. never nother: see NOTHERpron.
1
 2a.  
In some cases, esp. (in early use) with verbs of knowing, an element of the temporal 
sense remains. 
B. int. 
1. Expressing emphatic denial or refusal in response to a question or proposition. The 
idea of time is freq. expressed or implied in the question or the response, in which 
case the sense corresponds closely to sense A. 1. Cf. never again! at Phrases 5. 
2. Expressing disbelief of or surprise at what has just been said. Also used ironically. 
 
(Oxford English Dictionary) 
From the dictionary entry, it is clear that StdE never refers to the meaning of ‘on no occasion’, 
specifically that a particular action has ‘on no occasion’ been performed. It can be used with 
adverbials (see meanings A1a and B1) that limit the time period in question, such that never 
in that particular context becomes ‘not on any occasion within the stipulated time period’. 
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Examples (8) to (11) given below are actual realizations of these meanings, taken from the 
International Corpus of English – Singapore (ICE-SIN):  
Standard use of never:  
(8)  Well at least you never had a problem of being drunk. (never + past/completive V)  
 (not at any time in the past but past perfect tense compulsory for main V) 
(9) She was I've never seen her so. (never + completive V)  
 (not at any time in the past but completive form compulsory for main V) 
(10) Which you will never get to see here. (modal (future) + never + base V)  
 (not at any time in the past, present or future but modal required) 
(11) I've told them the cost but they never came back to me. (modal + past V) 
 (not at any time in the past up till now but past tense compulsory for main verb) 
(ICE-SIN) 
Additionally, CSE never commonly occurs in the idiomatic phrase ‘never mind’. This 
idiomatic phrase is not unique to CSE, and occurs in other varieties of English as well. 
However, it is much more commonly used in CSE as compared to other more standard 
varieties, where phrases such as “it’s ok”, “don’t worry about it” and other similar 
constructions might be used instead. This shows that never is very salient and is a preferred 
CSE token, causing it to have a greater functional load in CSE than in other varieties. 
Moreover, the use of the idiomatic phrase in CSE was different as compared to its use in 
other varieties of English. This will be further discussed in Section 4.9. 
From the examples given above, it can be seen that although CSE never functions very 
similarly to never in some of the other varieties of New Englishes, and is in fact identical for 
the most part to that of Standard English, CSE never clearly possesses a number of additional 
unique features. At the same time it behaves slightly differently from StdE never even when 
Standard English senses are activated, and CSE never occurs within modified syntactic 
structures in order to fulfil the same function as that in StdE. These two features render it 
different from Standard English never.  
The present thesis seeks to analyze this very negation marker never in CSE, and attempts to 
identify the motivations or reasons for its various functions in this particular non-standard 
variety. This analysis will investigate the CSE negation system using Schneider’s (2000) 
semantic parameters for analyzing the functions of never in New Englishes, namely: past 
time reference (see Section 4.2 for comparison between CSE never and didn’t); reference to a 
single event or to an unspecified stretch of time (see Section 4.4 for comparison between CSE 
never and the uninflected negative); perfectiveness – used to refer to both the completive and 
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perfect aspect in this thesis (see Section 4.3 for comparison between CSE never and haven’t); 
as well as other semantic parameters which are unique to the CSE negation system, such as 
possessiveness, future time reference, experiential and emphatic aspect. 
As previously mentioned, this thesis draws upon Bao’s (2005) theory on aspectual system 
transfer and the lexifier filter effect, and applies it to the negation system of CSE. He 
hypothesizes that CSE never is the English manifestation of Hokkien bo and Cantonese mo. 
Hokkien bo, Cantonese mo and Mandarin mei/mei you (没/没有) serve very similar syntactic 
and semantic functions in the three different dialects. We will see in Chapter 4 that there are 
some differences in the structural use of these negation markers due to the fact that the 
Mandarin marker comprises two characters while the Hokkien and Cantonese markers consist 
of only one character each, bo and mo respectively. As such, although Mandarin mei and mei 
you are usually identical, they can sometimes be used to perform different functions, while 
these different functions are performed by the same marker in Hokkien and Cantonese. 
Nevertheless, these different functions are still present and distinguishable from each another 
in Hokkien and Cantonese (contextually even if not structurally), and for ease of reference, 
the Mandarin mei/mei you will be used as the representative marker for the three Chinese 
dialects from this point on.  Based on this, it is hypothesized that the additional non-StdE 
functions of never in CSE arose as a result of a systemic functional transfer of mei/mei you 
into CSE never through the lexifier filter of StdE which restricts the contexts and 
environments in which CSE never can occur.  
At the same time, while looking at the Chinese negation markers, it is also useful to consider 
the affirmative or confirmative markers in these Chinese varieties: Hokkien u; Cantonese yau; 
Mandarin you, which have great impact on the negation markers, since it is the functions of 
these markers that the negation markers negate. The functions of these Chinese affirmative 
markers are manifested in CSE got (Platt and Weber 1980; Teo 1996; Lee 2009) whose 
relation to CSE negation will be discussed in Section 5.2. 
2.6 Comparison of Mandarin and StdE Negation  
This section makes a comparison of negation between Mandarin and StdE within specific 
contexts. The negative particles used in each language to negate specific verb types within 




Table 1: The negation of different verbal and aspectual categories in Mandarin and StdE. 
Verb type and Context Mandarin StdE 
(a) Dynamic - Tense 
      (i)   Past  mei (you) didn't 
    (ii)  Present  Bu don’t 
    (iii) Future  Bu will not 
(b) Dynamic - Aspect 
      (i)   Completive bu  haven't 
    (ii)  Experiential mei (you) have never; not ever 
    (iii) Emphatic mei (you)  -  
(c) Imperfective  mei (you) not 
(d) Stative bu not 
(e) Existential bu not 
(f) Possessive 
      (i)  Don’t have mei you don’t have 
 
Bao’s (2005:252) aspectual categories were used in (10b) – (10d) to derive the negative 
counterparts. The table is not exhaustive, and does not include all possible negators in the 
English language, but is sufficient for this thesis’ discussion on the unique features of CSE’s 
negation system.  
From the table, it can be seen that, as there are only two Mandarin negators as opposed to 
about seven StdE negators (discussed in this paper), the same Mandarin negator is used in a 
number of different contexts, while almost every context requires the use of a different 
specific StdE negator. As Mandarin verbs are uninflected, tense and aspect are usually 
marked sententially, through the use of time and locative adverbs, rather than morphemically. 
Therefore the function of a Mandarin negator can only be derived by looking at the sentence 
in its entirety, and studying the linguistic context in which it occurs so as to identify any 
adverbs indicating time or aspect. In StdE on the other hand, it generally holds that only one 
negator corresponds to one function.  
Clearly, the systems of negation are quite different in the two languages. Using the systemic 
substratist approach, this thesis hypothesizes that as a result of contact between English and 
Mandarin in Singapore, there is a transfer of features of the Mandarin negation system into 
CSE, while the lexifier StdE, restricts the transfer of some of these features, such that the 
CSE negators never, didn’t, haven’t, don’t, and don’t have display the grammatical 
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characteristics of both languages
6
. This will be further investigated, and this thesis will 
attempt, in a later section to illuminate the ways CSE speakers accommodate and adapt the 
features of the negation subsystems of both languages, and merge them seamlessly into a 






                                                          
6 The negator not was not one of the tokens investigated in this study, as it is the simplest negator in StdE and 
can be used in too many contexts to be explored within the scope of this paper. Nevertheless, the functions of 
not as well as its relationship with Mandarin bu (不) will be briefly described in Chapter 5, based on my 
intuition as a native CSE- and Mandarin-speaker. Future research can be done to better understand its full range 




























3.1 Pilot survey 
In this study, a pilot survey was first conducted to test the feasibility of the questionnaire. In 
this survey, 40 respondents from a range of economic, social and educational backgrounds 
were asked for their judgments on various CSE sentences. All respondents spoke Singlish and 
Mandarin, but a majority could also speak at least one other non-Mandarin dialect. The rest, 
though unable to speak any non-Mandarin dialect, were able to understand the basics of at 
least one non-Mandarin dialect. In order to find out whether the age of the respondents 
influenced the type of responses provided, the survey was disseminated to an equal number 
of respondents above fifty and below thirty. The twenty-year age gap between the two groups 
of respondents was considered large enough for changes in CSE usage patterns to have 
emerged and become apparent. Responses were obtained from an equal number of male and 
female respondents so as to control for gender. This ensured that the CSE patterns of both 
genders were equally represented and we could find out whether gender was a determining 
factor in the different usage patterns of negative markers among Singaporeans. Only one 
member of any Singaporean family was asked to complete the survey, so as to prevent the 
potential convergence of answers if there were any similarities in the ways the negative 
markers were used within the family unit. The survey was sent out via email, and the 
instructions were clearly explained to the survey respondents over the phone to ensure that 
they understood its requirements. They were then given some time to complete the survey 
and email it back to the investigator. The survey consisted of a set of 27 short dialogues 
varying in terms of situational contexts and grammatical features, and a demographics section 
for the respondents to fill out. 
The dialogues in the survey were constructed to obtain the opinions of the average CSE 
speaker on the use of five items of negation in CSE, never, haven’t, don’t have, didn’t and 
don’t. Each dialogue comprised a short sentence providing the situational context in which 
the dialogue was occurring, followed by a short statement made by the first interlocutor, and 
lastly, five possible responses that a second interlocutor could provide to the first statement, 
which were completely identical except for the negation marker (see APPENDIX I for survey 
questions). The background context and statement provided by the first interlocutor in each 
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dialogue differed from that in the other dialogues in verbal tenses, and also in the type of verb 
it was, whether it was static, dynamic, mental, possessive, etc. This was so that we could find 
out which negator(s) Singaporeans used in which contexts, and whether the verb type or tense 
would affect their rating for each negator and elicit different responses. Some categories also 
had multiple questions with the same verb types or tense, to ensure that the responses 
obtained reflected the true opinions of the respondents and were not by chance. The 
respondents were required to provide their judgments on a scale of 1 – 5, of the degree of 
naturalness of each of the five responses. If they considered two responses to be equally 
natural, they could assign the same rank score to both the responses, and if they found a 
response completely unnatural or ungrammatical, they could rank it 0. They could also give 
any additional comments on the sentences and their meanings, or input their judgments and 
explanations for their scores for each response in the space provided at the end of every 
dialogue.  
After the responses were obtained, they were separated into various categories for the two 
age groups and for each gender. The number of people who ranked each option and the rank 
scores they gave were then calculated. However, responses from the different datasets did not 
appear to be significantly different from one another. Since the two factors did not seem to 
affect the type of responses provided within the sample group, the 4 datasets were 
subsequently collated in a single general dataset encompassing all the responses gathered. 
The respondents who indicated a score of 0 were excluded from the calculation of the 
average rank, which was calculated by taking the average of the scores provided by all the 
respondents to a particular option. The same process was repeated for every dialogue and the 
results were collated in Table 1 for individual analysis (to find out the acceptability of use of 
each negator within a context), or comparative analysis between the two negative discourse 
markers (to find out their different roles and functions within the CSE negation system and 
how they related to each other). 
3.2 Actual Survey 
After the pilot study was completed, and the preliminary results observed, it was noted that 
some of the differences in verb types or presence of CSE discourse markers did not have any 
effect on the acceptability or unacceptability of each negator within the given context. As 
such, the number of questions was reduced, and only one question from each verbal category 
was retained. If responses from two different verbal categories were very similar, only one of 
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the categories would be retained while the other would be deleted. This reduction in the 
number of questions would ensure that the survey was more precise and that any additional 
unintended factors would not be present to skew the results. The resulting questionnaire 
contained sixteen questions that were randomly grouped into two sets of eight to be 
disseminated to CSE speakers. The smaller number of questions in each set would also 
prevent fatigue in the respondents which might cause them to provide inaccurate responses 
that did not reflect their true judgments of CSE.  
Each question in the survey was put in place for different purposes to find out the specific 
contexts and environments in which each of the negators could occur, and how similar the 
different negators were to one another. As such, every question was constructed to be 
different from others in small ways in terms of tense and aspect, as well as the words with 
which the negators collocate with, so as to find out how each of these small differences affect 
the respondents’ rating for each negator. The rationale behind the selection of each of the 
questions in the question set will be explained in the following segment of this thesis.  
3.3 Survey Questions 
Dialogue 1: Mother left some cake for her daughters before she went out. She has just 
returned home. 
Mother:  Why your sister never eat the cake I leave on the table?     
Daughter:  She NEG see. 
Dialogue 5: A is on a diet and occasionally skips lunch. It is now 7pm at night and B wants to 
know if A has skipped lunch today. 
A:  So you got eat lunch today? 
B:  NEG eat. 
In dialogues 1 and 5, the questions posed by the mother and ‘B’ respectively are 
interrogatives about events in the recent past, and would typically elicit the negative didn’t in 
StdE. In both dialogues, the negative item was used in conjunction with a dynamic verb.  In 
the responses of dialogue 1, the negator collocates with the uninflected verb ‘see’. The main 
verb is a dynamic verb that does not indicate any tense marking, and the sentence does not 
contain any additional adverbial markers to indicate time, it is therefore assumed that the 
preferred negator, which is also the auxiliary verb in English, is the tense marker marking for 
past tense within the sentence. The negative never was deliberately used in dialogue 1 itself 
to make the dialogue look more authentically Singlish, as well as to test whether the use of it 
would prime respondents to choose the responses that used the negative never instead of 
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didn’t, despite the fact that the negative item in their response negated a different verb from 
the one provided in the dialogue. This is in contrast with dialogue 5 which also contains a 
verb in the simple past form, but does not contain the negative never. The subject is also 
absent in the responses to dialogue 5, while present in those to dialogue 1, causing the 
responses in dialogue 5 to appear truncated and more colloquial. The two dialogues serve to 
investigate whether these differences would affect the respondents’ perception of the 
acceptability of each negator. 
Dialogue 2: Two friends are talking. B has a weird expression on his face. 
A:  Eh why your face like that, you want to go toilet ah.    
B:  No ah, I NEG want to go toilet.  
In dialogue 2, the negative particle was used in conjunction with the modal verb ‘want’ in the 
verb phrase ‘want to go’, where it directly negates the modal verb ‘want to’. In dialogue 13 
on the other hand, it was used in conjunction with the cessative verb ‘finish’. In both cases, 
the verbs used were in present tense form, and the dialogues were crafted to test whether the 
different verb types resulted in a difference in the negators’ acceptability.  
Dialogue 4: A wants to borrow a pen from B. 
A:  You got pen now? 
B:  I NEG. 
Dialogue 12: A mother has just reached home and is talking to her three-year-old daughter. 
Mother:  Hi darling! Come, hug hug. Today got naughty not? 
Daughter:  no, NEG! 
Dialogue 14: A and B are talking about a friend who has recently gotten a prestigious 
scholarship. 
A:  Chey, he got so clever meh? 
B:  NEG leh, that’s why! Must be some lousy scholarship. 
Dialogue 15: Today is Saturday. Mother wants to know if her daughter would be going to 
school the next Monday. 
Mother:  You got go to school on Monday? 
Daughter:  NEG.  
Dialogue 16: A is asking B about her future plans. 
A:  You got want to stay in big house next time? 
B:  NEG leh. 
In dialogues 4, 5, 12, 14, 15 and 16, the first speakers’ utterances contained the word got. As 
previously discussed, got possesses specific functions of providing tense for positive verbs in 
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Singlish, thereby eliminating the need for verbal tenses. It therefore tends to elicit the 
negative response never, which can also mark for tense, thereby eliminating the need for 
using verbal tenses in negative particles such as didn’t. However, in cases where got means 
physical possession of an object and the negative is meant to negate this possession, don’t 
have would be the obvious choice to convey this meaning. At the same time, because of the 
unique function of CSE got, there are some spillover effects of the negator don’t have, which 
can not only be used to negate possession, but can also refer to negation of a past action, 
when used in response to got. This negation however, does not apply in situations where got 
doesn’t occur in the positive statement. This is in direct relation to the Mandarin verb you, 
which can function as a possessive or serve as an auxiliary to the main verb in a sentence, 
depending on the context of the utterance, and the negator mei you. As such, a variety of 
differences were introduced to these dialogues to allow for the comparison of the results 
between the different negators. In dialogue 4, the dialogue is situated in the present, and got 
acts as a possessive verb. In dialogue 12, the responses only contain the negator, with the 
omission of both the subject and verb phrase (or adjectival phrase in this case). In this 
dialogue, the negator negates the adjective ‘naughty’ directly. Where the stative verb ‘to be’ 
would have been used in StdE within this context and negated by ‘not to be’, this dialogue 
investigates the possible use of other verbs and negators in CSE, and whether the use of these 
other negators would display different grammatical patterns from that in StdE. Dialogue 14 is 
similar to dialogue 12 in terms of verb type and inflection, but the responses are longer and 
more elaborated upon to investigate whether the addition of more details within a longer 
sentence would affect how colloquial the respondents perceive a sentence to be, and in turn 
their perception of a negator’s acceptability. Both dialogues 15 and 16 refer to a time in the 
future, and in both, the subjects and the verb phrases have been omitted from the responses. 
However, in dialogue 15 the negators negate the dynamic verb ‘go’, while in dialogue 16, the 
negators negate the modal ‘want’. The various differences among the sentences would allow 
further insight into the scope and limitations of the different negators in CSE, and the extent 
of their similarity to the features of the Mandarin or StdE negation subsystems, especially in 
relation to the CSE construct got. 
Dialogue 7: A and B are waiting for their groupmate who is already half an hour late, and has 
not informed them why she is late, or whether she is going to be turning up. 
A:  You tried calling her? 




Dialogue 11: B has just knocked against the edge of a table and scraped the skin off her leg. 
A:  Eh! Your leg bleed already! 
B:  Where got, NEG start bleeding mah. 
Dialogue 13: B is having her dinner. A calls her on the phone. 
A:  Finish eating already? 
B:  I NEG finish. 
Dialogues 7, 11 and 13 presented situations in which the interlocutor had not completed an 
act, but there was an expectation that he would be completing it sometime in the near future. 
These dialogues were crafted to elicit the response haven’t from the respondents, and to 
observe whether there were significant responses for any of the other negators, in particular 
never. The three dialogues differed in their verbal tenses, so that any consistent trends arising 
from the rating of each negator across all three dialogues would be significant. At the same 
time, the unique feature of CSE being pro-tense drop (and CSE speakers having erratic 
use/misuse of tenses), had also been taken into account, and was offset by the use of 
dialogues spanning various verbal tenses. In dialogue 7, the verb is a dynamic verb and 
referring to physical action rather than emotions in the present continuous state, as the 
dialogue refers to the present situation which had started in the recent past, but could 
potentially continue into the future. In dialogue 11, the verb is marked by inchoative aspect, 
where it refers to the beginning of a state. This is complementary to dialogue 13, where the 
verb is cessative, referring to the end of a state. The purpose of these two dialogues is to find 
out whether the negators used in conjunction with these verbs are different. Intuitively, they 
are used in different ways as compared to other verbs, as these verbs indicate the start or end 
of an action, and imply the subjects’ intention to complete the action. Therefore, the expected 
negative particle is haven’t as the negation applies to only a short time period. 
Dialogue 6: A and B are at a famous food stall. B dislikes Laksa. 
A:  Let’s eat here! It’s the best Laksa in Singapore. 
B:  Don’t want, I NEG liked Laksa. 
Dialogue 8: B has just been defiant to his teacher when she scolded him for being late. 
A:  You want to die ah! Talk back to teacher. 
B:  I NEG want to die la.  
Dialogue 10: B is a girl who has just fallen very heavily from her bicycle and is in great pain. 
A:  You want to cry ah? 




Similarly, in dialogues 6, 8 and 10, the same rationale was used in crafting the dialogues, 
except that they were set in the present tense or were habitual events, and so were expected to 
elicit the response don’t. In dialogue 6, the emotional verb was deliberately inflected, to see 
how that might affect the CSE speakers’ responses with respect to the acceptability of each of 
the negators. The tense in this dialogue could be taken to be present tense, or a permanent 
state of ‘not liking’ a particular item. Dialogue 8 is highly similar to dialogue 2, and the only 
difference between the two dialogues is that in dialogue 2, the main verb is the dynamic verb, 
‘go’, and the verb phrase ‘want to go’ is an achievable action. In dialogue 8 on the other hand, 
the verb phrase ‘want to die’ is not literal and refers to the figurative sense of ‘die’. ‘Want to 
die’ in this case means ‘looking to get into trouble’, and the use of this figurative phrase 
makes the dialogue more colloquial. We can therefore see whether the difference between 
literal and figurative meanings and the degree of colloquialism affects CSE negation. Similar 
to dialogues 2 and 8, the negator in dialogue 10 negates the modal ‘want’. In dialogue 10 
however, the responses do not contain a verb. This means that in the response itself, the verb 
is implicit, but its surface form is not present within the syntactic structure of the sentence. As 
a result, the respondents’ perception of the responses might be affected.  
Dialogue 3: Two friends are talking about a third person. 
A:  Haiya, no matter what I do he also don’t like me one la. 
B:  He NEG don’t like you la, maybe he just bad mood. 
Dialogue 9: B has left her dinner on the table for an hour, and A is threatening to eat it. 
A:  You don’t want I eat already ah. 
B:  I NEG don’t want!! 
In Mandarin, there are two main negators, bu and mei you, as well as a variety of grammatical 
structures which are employed to negate verbs and ideas. However, the two negators are the 
main modes of negation, and dialogues 3 and 9 were crafted to test whether the Mandarin 
grammar for negation has any implications on CSE negation. Double negation is very 
common in Mandarin, but is only possible when the two negators occurring in adjacent 
positions are different, and reduplication of the same negator would render the sentence 
ungrammatical. On the other hand, double negation, though possible in some contexts in StdE, 
is usually used for pragmatic purposes to express politeness. In order to test for any 
similarities between CSE and Mandarin grammatical structures in this aspect, dialogues 3 and 
9 included two consecutive negators in each response, and respondents were tasked to assess 
the acceptability of each sentence. In dialogue 3, the dialogue is also set in the present, and 
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the verb that is to be negated is an emotional verb ‘don’t like’. In dialogue 9 however, the 
double-negated verb is a modal ‘want’ rather than an emotional verb like in dialogue 3. 
Hence, the purpose of these two dialogues is to find out the patterns of double negation in 
CSE, if any, and attempt to identify the sources of these patterns of negation. Though the 
result may not be conclusive, it will be able to provide evidence in support of, or against the 
theory of grammatical subsystem transfer from a substrate language to the lexifier. 
For all dialogues, the participants were provided with five options which differed only in the 
main negator being used. The five negators that were included for analysis were never, didn’t, 
haven’t, don’t have, and don’t. never was the main item being studied, while the other 
options were included to allow the comparison of responses from Singaporeans, which would 
allow a better understanding of the function of CSE never in relation to all the other negators, 
as well as how the frequency of its use affected and was affected by the frequency of use of 
other negators in the CSE speakers’ repertoire. The participants were asked to assess the 
sentences based on a five-point scale, so as to capture a more accurate dataset and reduce the 
number of people choosing the neutral option, as they could choose to rate a sentence more (1) 
or less (2) acceptable, or more (5) or less (4) unacceptable, or completely unacceptable (6), or 
neutral (3) if none of the other categories applied.  
The pilot study had already shown that there was no significant difference in the responses 
provided by the group of CSE speakers above 50 with respect to the responses provided by 
the group of CSE speakers below 30. It had also shown that there was no significant 
difference in the responses provided by male or female respondents. As such, the different 
categories for age and gender were removed and only one age group was surveyed, while the 
surveyed sample was also not controlled for gender.   
This second questionnaire was disseminated to a total of 146 university undergraduate 
students through an online survey website, www.surveymonkey.com. All students were 
Singaporean native speakers of CSE, were taking a basic linguistics course in the National 
University of Singapore, and had voluntarily signed up for the study by entering the webpage 
to fill out the survey. The online survey followed the method of obtaining CSE speakers’ 
judgments of the responses in the pilot study, where the respondents ranked an option’s 
acceptability on a scale of 1 – 5. In this study however, they were asked to rank an option 6 
instead of 0, if they considered it completely unacceptable. The average acceptability scores 
given by the respondents were calculated and the full results are shown in APPENDIX II. 
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After the results were obtained, an ANOVA test was conducted to test the significance of any 
differences in numbers for the different options.  
The survey results will be discussed in Chapter 4.  
3.4 Relation between Mandarin and CSE Negation  
In Singaporean Mandarin, the closest translation for the five negators are: 
1. never – mei you / mei you … guo 
2. haven’t – hai mei you 
3. don’t have – mei you 
4. didn’t – mei you 
5. don’t/doesn’t – bu 
Note that don’t and doesn’t in options 5 are translated to the same word bu in Mandarin as 
there is no subject-verb agreement in Mandarin, and therefore there is no difference in the 
form of the verb whether the subject is first, second or third person. Note also, that the lack of 
Tense in Mandarin means that past tense and present tense are generally marked with time 
markers together with the sense of mei you that corresponds to didn’t. Hence, don’t/doesn’t in 
the dialogues are generally understood as and translated into bu in Mandarin, to negate 
habitual actions, to negate a permanent state of being, or to negate actions which have not 
come into being. Examples (12) – (14) illustrate the difference between the uses of bu and 
mei you within a similar context. 
StdE:      Mandarin Translation: 
(12) I don’t (generally) swim.   Wo dou bu    you yong de. 
         I        NEG    swim 
(13) I am not swimming today.   Wo jin tian bu   qu you yong. 
         I    today NEG go   swim 
(14) I didn’t swim today.    Wo jin tian mei you you yong. 
         I    today     NEG     swim 
As can be seen, the different StdE negators and their senses can be encapsulated by a single 
Mandarin negator mei you, except in the case of present tense negation whereby bu is used, 
and the interlocutors will only know which meaning was intended through understanding of 
the context of the utterance. In some of the earlier examples, it was observed that CSE never 
is interchangeable with many of the other negators, and can therefore be said to have a range 
of functions that, though narrower than that of Mandarin mei you, is much wider than StdE 
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never. This is significant, especially in the multilingual context of Singapore, since CSE 
never has taken on more functions than its Standard English counterpart, and these functions 
are similar to some of those in Mandarin. We will also see that in some cases where the 
Mandarin bu is used, never cannot be used in its English translation. This is strongly 
suggestive of the idea that never is the English manifestation, at least partially so, of the 
Mandarin mei you. However, since CSE never is not interchangeable in some contexts of 
negation where mei you can be used, it seems likely that it is still in the progress of acquiring 
the full range of functions, which have not been fully transferred from Mandarin mei you to 
CSE never.  
3.5 Corpus Data  
Besides surveying CSE speakers for their judgments on the negation markers when they 
occur in different contexts, corpus data from the ICE-SIN database was also analysed for 
their natural usage patterns of the five tokens negative markers never, don’t have, don’t, 
haven’t, and didn’t. The data analysed comprised 100 recorded transcriptions of private 
dialogues (direct conversations and telephone calls) among CSE speakers. As the 
conversations were taken from their natural environment and the sample size is sufficiently 
large, we can assume that it is adequately representative of the average CSE speaker. Any 
observations from this source can therefore be considered to be fairly accurate, even if not 
100% representative of all CSE speakers. The concordance software AntConc (ver. 3.3.2) 
(http://www.antlab.sci.waseda.ac.jp/index.html, accessed 3rd July 2012) was used to identify 
all instances where the five negative markers had occurred.  From the corpus data, it was 
found that never was generally used in three main ways in CSE, namely, as non-emphatic 
negator, emphatic negator, and as a component of the idiomatic expression ‘never mind’7. 
The different senses of never were identified through observation of the contexts and 
linguistic environment in which the token had occurred. In cases where the speakers were 
speaking in StdE, verbal tenses would be present, while they tended to be eliminated when 
the speakers lapsed into CSE. CSE is distinctive because of its lack of tense and aspectual 
marking as mentioned previously, where these functions were fulfilled through the use of 
                                                          
7
 The use of never in ‘never mind’ will be briefly analysed in chapter 4, as the idiomatic expression is used to 
signify that something ‘does not matter’, and the word never in this case does not appear to contribute any 
specific meaning on its own, nor can any meaning be isolated from it and such that it can be used in a different 
context. Moreover, the use of never in ‘never mind’ is not unique to CSE, nor is there any major difference in 
meaning between ‘never mind’ which occurs in CSE and that which occurs in StdE. 
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time adverbials instead (Ansaldo, 2004). Hence, when never collocates with an uninflected 
verb, but the sentence clearly does not refer to the present tense or to a permanent state of 
being, it can be concluded with a high degree of confidence that the non-emphatic sense of 
never has been activated. CSE never thus marks for tense and aspect where verbal tense is 
absent within a CSE sentence, and whenever never collocates with an inflected verb, we can 
safely deduce that the emphatic sense of never has been activated. However, on some 
occasions when never collocates with an uninflected verb, and the verb is a stative verb, the 
lack of tense or aspectual marking may simply refer to a permanent state of being, or could 
indicate the activation of CSE functions of never. In the former case, never would have 
emphatic functions instead of the non-emphatic one, while in the latter case, never would 
have non-emphatic functions instead of the emphatic one. In such contexts, the sense of never 
is therefore ambiguous, and would require further clarification or further knowledge of the 
situation in order to understand the meaning of the sentence. The percentage of sentences in 
which never was used for the various functions was calculated with respect to the total 
number of sentences containing the negative marker. The ways in which never was used were 
also compared with the ways the other negators were used in natural CSE speech, to identify 
the contexts in which never and any one of the other negative markers were interchangeable. 
This would also provide further insight into the minute functions of never. The results will be 
reported in the next section of this thesis.  
It was found that CSE speakers used StdE never 18.8% of the time, far exceeding their use of 
CSE never at 8.4%, providing evidence that the standard functions of never are still far more 
robust than CSE functions.  
 (15) and (16) from ICE-SIN show the contrasting uses of StdE never and CSE never in 
Singaporean speech. Note the inflection present on the verb in the StdE dialogue, and the lack 
of inflection on the verb in the CSE dialogue. The lack of determiner before name in (12) also 
points robustly towards CSE (Kim 2009). This is evidence for an earlier point that CSE 
speakers tended to drop the tense and aspectual marking on verbs. 
StdE usage:  
(15) D: Ya you're paying for your sins ya ya. 
C: Ya. 
D: So actually I won't be too bad as a GP teacher but I never did that to my GP  
     teacher. 
B: But you know actually ha. 
     But actually ha I was I was. 
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     I was interested what I was always interested I didn't chit-chat. 
C: They chit-chat uh. 
B: Some of them ya and I don't know what to do with them any more. 
        I mean we never had that last time you see. 
CSE usage:   
(16) B: So what's happening with your married colleague. 
C: Shhhhh. 
     In case she knows we never mention name. 
B: Ya I didn't mention any name what. 
In dialogue (15), StdE never collocates with an inflected verb on two occasions, and acts as 
an emphatic negator which negates the state ‘of having something’ at every point in the past. 
In dialogue (16), on the other hand, CSE never collocates with an uninflected verb, although 
the speaker is clearly referring to an act that has been completed at some point in a past time 
period. The lack of verbal inflection indicates that in this utterance, CSE never is the 
discourse item that also carries tense and aspectual marking. This is made even more salient 
when the other speaker agrees with what the first speaker says, and recasts the original 
utterance using didn’t to replace never, indicating that didn’t and never are interchangeable in 
this context, or that CSE never acts like, and serves the same function as didn’t. CSE never is 
clearly a non-emphatic negator in this context.  
As shown previously, CSE never is non-emphatic, and can be used to indicate negation on a 
just single occasion as opposed to StdE never, which negates a state or an action on every 
occasion. In the following examples (17) to (20) from ICE-SIN, some specific non-emphatic 
functions of CSE never have been isolated to show how the different senses of never was 
identified and classified as CSE never instead of StdE never:  
Simple Past:  
(17) B: While he is into scientist and a biologist. 
     Excuse me. 
C: We all are aren't we. 
B: I never say I was did you. 
   “I didn’t say I was, did you.” 
A: No. 
C: I never say I I I was also what. 
   “I didn’t say I was either” 
B: You did. 
In dialogue (17), never was used as a simple past negator, where it was meant to negate a 
single action which had occurred at a specific time in the past. As before, never here 
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collocates with an uninflected verb that does not refer to a permanent state, indicating that it 
has taken on the functions of tense and aspectual marking within the sentence. It is also 
obvious that the interlocutors in this conversation consider never interchangeable with didn’t, 
since B uses the tag question ‘did you?’ in the clause following the negator never. Since tag 
questions are used with auxiliary verbs that are directly complementary, the tag question ‘did 
you?’ would be directly complementary to didn’t, indicating that never in B’s statement 
actually functions as didn’t. This is further reinforced in the last two lines of the dialogue, 
where B responds to C’s use of never with ‘you did’. Again, the direct complement of ‘did’ is 
didn’t, once more showing that never functions as didn’t in the previous statement.  
Simple non-Past: 
(18) B: Ya so now I take the MRT up to Yio Chu Kang. 
A: Hor. 
B: That is why they. 
A: Hor that is why nowadays I never see you at the bus-stop. 
      “Oh, so that’s the reason I don’t see you at the bus stop these days.” 
B: Yes. 
(19) G: Tomorrow bring to church uh. 
H: Ya ya. 
G: Oh you are uh uhm. 
H: Uh uhm. 
G: Ya finally. 
     I never see. 
    ‘I didn’t see.’ 
     She never come to church one. 
    ‘She doesn’t (usually) come to church.’ 
H: Ya. 
In dialogues (18) and (19), the time period referred to is the present, and the negator in these 
contexts serve the function of negating a present action or state of being. In dialogue (18), A 
refers to a habitual occurrence, where the sighting of B is negated at many points within the 
present, prolonged time period. The same is true for dialogue (19), where ‘She never come’ 
indicates that the subject performs the action of ‘not turning up’ habitually. Notably, there is 
no subject-verb agreement between the subject of the sentence and never, as can be seen from 
the dialogues, where never was used whether the subject was ‘I’ or ‘She’. Hence we can see 
that subject-verb agreement is disregarded when CSE never is used as a simple non-past 
negator. 
At the same time, while the senses of CSE never in dialogues (17), (18) and (19) seem to 
correspond to meanings A1a and B1 of the Oxford English Dictionary entry for StdE never, 
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CSE never and StdE never are not identical, and do not function in the same manner. While 
StdE never has to be used with time adverbials or limiting words such as 
after, before, since, and yet in order to limit its scope, the use of these adverbials with CSE 
never is less important in telling time as compared to the context in which the dialogue is 
held, together with the background knowledge shared between the interlocutors. In fact, the 
time adverbials can be left out completely without causing ambiguity in the time of 
occurrence, as observed in examples (17), (18) and (19). 
Aspectual – Completive: 
(20) A: A lot a lot of people finish already. 
      Ya. 
C: That is they are short of binding lah never bind yet. 
    “They are short of binding (so) they have not bound it yet.” 
     At most ah final maybe final touches. 
In dialogue (20), CSE never refers to a present continuous state, of not having performed an 
action. However, the addition of the limiting word yet in this case indicates an intention to 
complete the action at some point in the future. In this case, it acts as a completive marker, 
and yet is important in indicating that this is a perfective verb rather than a simple past verb. 
If the sentence had not contained yet, the sentence would have been interpreted as “That is 
they are short of binding lah (so they) didn’t bind”. The limiting word yet therefore prevents 
ambiguity in meaning, and indicates that the non-performance of the action as indicated by 
the verb in the sentence is not over, and that there is intention to complete the performance at 



































4.1 Analysis of Results 
Based on the responses, barplots that plotted the average scores given to each negation 
marker in each dialogue were obtained. Column plots were also plotted to compare the 
proportions of respondents who found the options acceptable and unacceptable. This allowed 
me to see the general feel the respondents had towards the use of each of the markers within a 
specific context. In most cases, the respondents agreed on the acceptability or unacceptability 
of a particular option, and the majority either chose either ‘Acceptable’ or ‘Unacceptable’. 
Figure 2 shows the proportions of responses for dialogue 4, and illustrates one such case of a 
general consensus among the respondents.  
  
      Figure 2: Proportions of ‘Acceptable’ and ‘Unacceptable’ responses for dialogue 4.   
However, there were cases where the respondents diverged on the acceptability or 
unacceptability of a marker, and these are notable, as they highlight the fact that not all 
Singaporeans speak the same type of CSE, and in fact, CSE can be further subdivided into 
smaller varieties. One example of such divergence in CSE use of negation markers is shown 
in Figure 3 below which gives the results from dialogue 7. The responses for didn’t were 
equally divided between ‘Acceptable’ and ‘Unacceptable’, and in fact there seems to be a 
general ambivalence towards acceptability of didn’t (see also didn’t columns in column plots 
for dialogues 2, 3, 7, 8, 9, 10, 11, 12, 13 in APPENDIX II), possibly indicating that didn’t 
marks different CSE varieties. This is an interesting finding, and can be further investigated 




      Figure 3: Proportions of ‘Acceptable’ and ‘Unacceptable’ responses for dialogue 7.  
Of the ‘Acceptable’ responses and ‘Unacceptable’ responses, pie charts were then drawn to 
compare the percentages of acceptability and unacceptability ratings among the different 
options. The key findings will be presented in the rest of Chapter 4, but the detailed statistical 
results for all findings are also provided in APPENDIX II. 
4.2 Comparing CSE never and didn’t 
The analysis of the results revealed that the options which used never and didn’t yielded a 
similar number of responses for dialogues 1, 2, 5 and 13. This means that in these four 
dialogues, the respondents found the two negators equally natural within the same context of 
use, and that in those contexts, never and didn’t were equally acceptable among all the 
negators. Since the two negators are equally acceptable in the same syntactic environment, it 
also follows that they are interchangeable in these contexts. In dialogues 1 and 5 in particular, 
the two negators not only garnered an almost equal number of responses (43% and 45% in 
dialogue 1; 39% and 41% in dialogue 5), the number of responses was also the highest 
number among all the negators indicating that these two options were the most natural and 
acceptable among the options (see Figures 4a & 4b).  
 
Figure 4a: ‘Acceptable’ responses for dialogue 1 (%). 
  





The time period in which both dialogues 1 and 5 referred to was set at a point in the recent 
past, while the responses were made in the present time period with reference to the past. In 
these two dialogues, never and didn’t were the preferred negators. Since the contexts of the 
two dialogues were in the past, the acceptability of didn’t is expected since it is inflected for 
past tense. The fact that never was regarded as interchangeable with didn’t shows the 
respondents’ perception of never serving the same past-tense marking function as didn’t in 
these contexts. Almost none of the respondents rated the options for never and didn’t 
completely unacceptable (see Figure 5a & 5b), indicating a general consensus across all the 
respondents with regards to the interchangeability of never and didn’t in this context, 
regardless of the differing demographics of the respondents. 
 
Figure 5a: ‘Unacceptable’ responses for dialogue 1 (%). 
 
Figure 5b: ‘Unacceptable’ responses for dialogue 5 (%). 
In dialogues 2 and 13, the respondents’ gave highest rating not to never or didn’t, but rather 
to don’t (53%) in dialogue 2 (Figure 6a), and haven’t (54%) in dialogue 13 (Figure 6b).  
 
Figure 6a: ‘Acceptable’ responses for dialogue 2 (%). 
 
Figure 6b: ‘Acceptable’ responses for dialogue 13 (%). 
Nevertheless, the results obtained for never and didn’t were still significant, as the total 
number of respondents rating never and didn’t acceptable (44% in dialogue 2; 45% in 
dialogue 13) were almost equal to those rating don’t and haven’t acceptable respectively. 
Here however, the respondents were split in their opinions on the use of never and didn’t in 
those contexts. Some found the options of never and didn’t very natural, but a significant 




Figure 7a: ‘Unacceptable’ responses for dialogue 2 (%). 
 
Figure 7b: ‘Unacceptable’ responses for dialogue 13 (%). 
Unlike in dialogues 1 and 5 where there was a general consensus on the acceptability of these 
two negators in the given context (i.e. high percentages of never and didn’t in the ‘Acceptable’ 
responses, and low percentages of never and didn’t in the ‘Unacceptable’ responses), this was 
not the case in dialogues 2 and 13 (~50% of total ‘Acceptable’ responses were never and 
didn’t, but also significant percentages of the two markers in the ‘Unacceptable’ responses). 
In spite of this divide in the responses, the trend of similar numbers of respondents giving the 
same rankings for never and didn’t, whether the rank was for acceptability or unacceptability 
of the negators in the given context, clearly shows the interchangeability of never and didn’t. 
In other words, in situations where one could be used, it was highly likely that the other 
would also be acceptable and vice versa. However, this applies only in the specified contexts. 
As we will see in later sections of this thesis, never can be used, and is considered both 
acceptable and natural in some contexts where didn’t is deemed unacceptable. Conversely, 
wherever didn’t is considered acceptable and natural, it is unlikely that never will be 
considered unacceptable. This phenomenon will be further analysed and discussed once we 
have looked at the relationship between CSE never and the other negators.  
4.3 Comparing CSE never and haven’t 
In almost all the dialogues, the respondents found haven’t unacceptable. The only dialogues 
in which a significant percentage of respondents found it acceptable were dialogues 5, 7, 11, 
and 13 in the survey. Of these, haven’t obtained the highest number of responses for its 
acceptability among the various negators in dialogues 7 and 13, an equal, and also the highest 
number of responses as never in dialogue 11, and a lower, but still significant, number of 
responses than never and didn’t in dialogue 5.  
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Both dialogues 7 (Figure 8a) and 13 (Figure 8b) were set in contexts where although the 
verbal action was negated by the negator at the moment, there was an implicit expectation 
that the interlocutors would be fulfilling the action in the future.  
A and B are waiting for their groupmate who is already 
half an hour late, and has not informed them why she is 
late, or whether she is going to be turning up. 
A: You tried calling her? 
B: No, I NEG tried. 
 
Figure 8a: Dialogue 7 and ‘Acceptable’ responses (%). 
B is having her dinner. A calls her on the phone. 
A: Finish eating already? 




Figure 8b: dialogue 13 and ‘Acceptable’ responses (%). 
As such, the actions were as yet uncompleted, but expected to be completed sometime in the 
future. It was therefore unsurprising that haven’t was the most preferred negator in these 
contexts among CSE speakers, much like how StdE speakers would use the negator. It is 
important to note however, that the use of haven’t in CSE differs slightly from that in StdE. 
Generally, in order to convey the idea that the action will be completed sometime in the 
future, StdE speakers tend to include the word yet when using haven’t, or the construct could 
simply mean have not, making no prediction for future fulfilment, as shown in examples (21) 
and (22) respectively. 
(21) You haven't arranged that yet       (ICE-GB) 
(22) That's a strange film. No I haven't seen that.     (ICE-GB) 
In CSE however, yet can be omitted, and the construct haven’t alone is sufficient to convey 
the idea of have not yet V, as in example (23). 
(23) I haven't arrange our appointment.      (ICE-SIN) 
It was interesting however, that in the specific contexts provided by dialogues 7 and 13, the 
use of never and didn’t was also considered acceptable. Additionally, although the options 
provided in dialogue 7 used the past tense verb form tried, many respondents indicated in the 
comments section of the dialogues that they would simply have used never or didn’t coupled 
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with the present tense form of the verb, as in ‘I never/didn’t try’. However, since there was no 
such option, some had simply ignored the past tense, and considered those options acceptable 
anyway. They therefore found never or didn’t just as acceptable as haven’t, but the resultant 
sentences conveyed different ideas, where never or didn’t was not predictive of future action, 
while haven’t predicted future positive action. While some CSE speakers found never and 
didn’t equally acceptable as haven’t, this was not the majority view, and hence the numbers 
for never and didn’t were still lower than that of haven’t. At the same time, another 
significant finding was; where the past tense verb tried was used in dialogue 7, the use of 
never was considered acceptable by twice as many respondents as the use of didn’t, whereas 
when the cessative verb ‘finish’ was used in dialogue 13, it garnered the same number of 
responses from both negators, never and didn’t.  
 
Figure 9: ‘Acceptable’ responses for dialogue 11 (%). 
In dialogue 11 (Figure 9), never and haven’t garnered the same number of responses, but 
again the number of respondents who found never acceptable was twice of those who found 
didn’t acceptable. This was similar to the trend in dialogue 7, and seems significant. In this 
case however, the negated verb provided in the responses was a stative verb as opposed to 
one in its past tense form. If never had been used simply to negate a verb, the number of 
respondents who had chosen it should have been the same as that of the respondents who had 
chosen didn’t. That there was such a significant difference in numbers indicates that there 
may be some difference between the two negators, even in contexts where their functions 
might have been considered identical, as we have discussed in the earlier section comparing 
CSE never and didn’t. 
In dialogue 5, there were also a significant number of respondents indicating that haven’t was 
acceptable (Figure 4b), although this number was much lower than those of never and didn’t. 
Again, respondents indicated in the comments section that though the various negators were 
all possible, they conveyed different ideas even though they were used within the same 
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contexts with no additional lexical items. They indicated that; if haven’t was used with the 
dynamic verb eat, it conveyed the expectation that the action would be completed in the 
future, even though it was not yet completed at the moment in which the utterance was made.  
4.4 Comparing CSE never and don’t/doesn’t 
Only a negligible number of respondents found the uninflected negative don’t or doesn’t 
acceptable in most contexts, except in dialogues 2, 3, 6, 8 and 10. It was the most acceptable 
negator in dialogues 2 (Figure 6a) and 8 (Figure 10), both of which were immediately 
followed by the modal auxiliary verb want in its present tense form.  
 
Figure 10: ‘Acceptable’ responses for dialogue 8 (%). 
In both dialogues, never was also considered acceptable, although less so that don’t, while 
didn’t was also considered acceptable by some respondents, although the number was lower 
than that of the respondents who found never acceptable. Since the verb want refers to a state 
of being that does not refer to any particular time frame, and can hold true in all situations, it 
is expected that the negator used will also be in its present tense. However, it appeared that 
some CSE speakers also found the past tense negator didn’t acceptable. Since never and 
didn’t are interchangeable in some contexts, it would not be surprising to find similar 
numbers for both the negators. However, the number of respondents who found never 
acceptable was significantly higher than those who found didn’t acceptable. This suggests 
that the range of functions of never might be wider and more diverse than that of didn’t, and 
that in certain contexts, it displays characteristic functions of don’t - the negator used to 




Figure 11: ‘Acceptable’ responses for dialogue 10 (%). 
In dialogue 10 (Figure 11), the negator was also meant to negate the modal auxiliary verb 
want appearing in the utterance spoken by the first interlocutor. However, the response 
options provided did not include want, and in this context, the options for never and don’t 
were given a rating of 1 by almost the same number of respondents. In this context, it would 
appear that never and don’t are functionally interchangeable, but that part of the reason never 
received a better rating in this context than in those of dialogues 2 and 8 could have been 
because of the vagueness of the responses, where the negator did not co-occur with the verb. 
As such, the use of the negator never were not restricted by the verb type or verbal inflection. 
 
Figure 12: ‘Acceptable’ responses for dialogue 6 (%). 
In dialogue 6 (Figure 12), the comments provided showed that those respondents who had 
given don’t a rating of 1, appeared to have done so because they had disregarded the verbal 
tense of ‘liked’. The same respondents did not find the past tense of ‘like’ an issue when it 
co-occurred with never, which had a higher number of respondents giving it a rating of 1. 
This therefore shows that the respondents are not using never as a simple negator, and that in 
this context, it is not functionally interchangeable with don’t. Since the respondents had also 
not given didn’t a high rating, it is clear that the past tense negator was not considered 
acceptable in this context. As such, it is unlikely that never is being used as a past tense 
negator functioning like didn’t.  Instead, never probably serves its StdE function as an 




Figure 13: ‘Acceptable’ responses for dialogue 3 (%). 
Didn’t, don’t have and don’t were given a rating of 1 by roughly the same number of 
respondents in dialogue 3 (Figure 13). As these three negators serve quite different functions 
and are not functionally interchangeable, the fact that they had attained the same number of 
responses within a given context is unexpected, and this oddity will be analysed in greater 
detail in later sections of this thesis.  
4.5 Comparing CSE never and don’t have 
From the results, the number of responses obtained for both never and don’t have were very 
similar for dialogues 12, 14, 15 and 16, and they were also the most preferred options among 
the other negators. In all the four dialogues, the negator was used to negate a verb in its 
present tense form, or to negate a present or future state of being, thoughts and feelings. 
However, it was noted that in some cases of present tense negation, such as in dialogue 10, 
don’t have was considered unacceptable (Figure 14).  
 
Figure 14: ‘Unacceptable’ responses for dialogue 10 (%). 
On further analysis, it was found that all the dialogues in which the responses containing 
don’t have were preferred had been preceded by an utterance, from the first interlocutor, that 
contained CSE got. As mentioned earlier, CSE got is a manifestation of Mandarin you 
meaning have in StdE. This is in turn directly negated by Mandarin mei you, which would be 
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directly translated to not have in StdE. It is therefore unsurprising that it is realized as don’t 
have in CSE. More significantly, never had received approximately the same response 
patterns as don’t have in these four dialogues, despite not being a direct translation of the 
negative response to got, having other functions in both StdE and CSE, as we know from 
previous sections. This is indicative of a high degree of interchangeability between CSE 
never and don’t have within these contexts. 
 
Figure 15: ‘Acceptable’ responses for dialogue 4 (%). 
On the other hand, dialogues 4 (Figure 15) and 5 (Figure 4b) seem to subvert the observed 
similarity in patterns of use of never and don’t have in response to CSE got, similar to that in 
the dialogues discussed above. However, the responses in these two dialogues differed from 
those of the previous four. In dialogue 4, almost all the respondents thought that don’t have 
was most natural and acceptable, while only a negligible number thought the other negators, 
including never, were acceptable. In dialogue 5 on the other hand, never and didn’t were 
considered most natural and acceptable in that context of use, while don’t have was 
considered unacceptable. These patterns seem to contradict the idea of interchangeability 
between CSE never and don’t have. However, closer inspection reveals that although there is 
a general pattern of interchangeability between CSE never and the other negators in specific 
contexts, there are also underlying nuances and minute differences among the various 
negators that block the use of never in some contexts. 
 In most of the dialogues apart from dialogues 12, 14, 15 and 16 however, the acceptability of 
never and don’t have seemed to occur in complementary contexts, where if never was 
acceptable, don’t have was unacceptable and vice versa. This indicates that apart from the 
specific context of negation in response to CSE got, never and don’t have are mutually 
exclusive and cannot occur within the same context. This is unsurprising, since CSE never is 
generally used to negate actions or states of being, while the presence of have in don’t have 
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renders it to the role of negating possession of objects. In other words, never is expected to 
immediately precede verbs or adjectives, while don’t have is expected to immediately 
precede nouns. Such trends and patterns are significant as they show the grammatical system 
of negation in CSE, and by looking at the trends and patterns used by the different social and 
age communities of CSE speakers, we are also able to identify the different ways in which 
the system might have evolved and developed to its current state today.  
4.6 Double Negation in CSE 
The responses in dialogues 3 and 9 all contained two negators co-occurring in adjacent 
positions within a sentence. Considering that such a manner of double negation is not 
possible in StdE, the purpose of these two dialogues was to find out which negator(s), if any, 
were considered acceptable for use in a sentence alongside another negator, and to investigate 
the reason such double negation grammatical structures could have become acceptable in 
CSE even though it is unacceptable in StdE. In both dialogues, it was found that never was 
considered to be most acceptable for fulfilling this function, while the other negators don’t, 
don’t have, haven’t and didn’t obtained varied responses, where some respondents found 
them acceptable, but the majority found them completely unacceptable.  
 
Figure 16a: Proportions of ‘Acceptable’ and ‘Unacceptable’ 
responses for dialogue 3. 
 
Figure 16b: Proportions of ‘Acceptable’ and ‘Unacceptable’ 
responses for dialogue 9. 
Approximately 82% of the respondents found the construct ‘He never don’t like you la’ 
natural and acceptable (Figure 16a), while 64% found the construct ‘I never don’t want’ 
natural and acceptable (Figure 16b). These percentages are significant, as they reveal the 
unique characteristics of never that render it acceptable in a context where all the other 
negators in this study were considered unacceptable. Although previous sections have 
discussed the interchangeability of functions between never and each of the other negators, 
clearly it is not just mere interchangeability at work. The difference in acceptability between 
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never and each of the other negators in dialogues 3 and 9 show that never is not 
interchangeable with any of the other negators in these contexts, and in these contexts, it has 
not adopted the functions of one of the other negators, but that never in itself, functions 
uniquely in a different manner from the other negators. I will now attempt to elaborate upon 
and find out how this particular characteristic of CSE never could have come about.  
Having seen the examples of double negation in CSE, I will now look at double negation in 
Mandarin, and attempt to identify any emerging parallel patterns between CSE and Mandarin 
double negation. 
There are two main negators in Mandarin: mei you and bu, which serve different functions 
and are not interchangeable with one another. The construct mei you can be used to negate 
verbs to mean not (variable tense) V, and can be abbreviated to simply mei. In this 
abbreviated form, if it is used with the individual verb you, which means have, mei would 
negate you to mean not have. In the second case, have is an individually functioning verb that 
mei negates, while in the first case, mei you is a negative marker that negates a separate verb.  
However, there is a class of verbs which cannot be negated by mei you. Stative verbs such as 
shi (to be) and xi huan (like) cannot be negated by mei you in Mandarin, since they refer to 
states rather than physical actions. With these verbs, the Mandarin negator bu must be used 
instead. Since mei you and bu serve different functions and are not interchangeable, they can 
be used alongside each other within a single sentence to negate two different ideas within the 
sentence, in a way that StdE negators cannot. Example (23) given below is a famous 
Mandarin proverb, and illustrates this point. 
(23)  tian xia mei you bu shan zhi yan xi 
    NEG    NEG 
 ‘there is no banquet in the world that never ends’ 
If there had simply been a transfer of grammatical ‘rules’ from Mandarin to CSE, allowing 
the use of two adjacent negatives within a single sentence, we would expect the use of any 
two negators side by side to be acceptable and natural. In fact, as far as we can tell from the 
data, in cases of double negation in CSE, never always seems to occur along side don’t, 
followed by a verb. In this study, only static verbs were used to test for double negation, 
where don’t acted as a simple negator to negate the verbs and never negated that. These two 
dialogues show clearly that double negation is possible in CSE, but only when it never and 
don’t are used together and in their respective orders within the sentence. Where the structure 
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of a CSE sentence is ‘never don’t V’, don’t negates the verb, while never negates that negated 
idea to give the meaning ‘it is not the case that not V’. In these contexts, it would appear that 
don’t corresponds to Mandarin bu while never corresponds to Mandarin mei you. This 
supports the theory that CSE never has taken on the functions of Mandarin mei you. Further 
studies in double negation that account for different verb types and contexts can be conducted 
in future in order to develop this theory further.  
4.7 CSE never 
Never was considered most natural and acceptable by the highest or second highest number 
of respondents among all five negators. This means that it was the most preferred or second 
most preferred negator in all of the dialogues except dialogue 4, in which the negator was 
used to negate possession. Of 16 dialogues, never was given the ranking 1 on the scale of 
acceptability by the highest or second highest number of respondents in 15 of them. In 12 out 
of these 15 dialogues, the number of respondents who had ranked never 1 was above 50% of 
the respondents who had completed the survey, and this indicated that this sentiment about 
the acceptability of never was shared by a majority of the respondents, and that the results 
were significant. As the linguistic repertoire of CSE speakers is very diverse depending on 
their social and linguistic background, their way of speech and consequently, their judgments 
on the grammaticality of CSE constructs can also be widely varied. As such, some CSE 
speakers may consider a particular CSE construct highly acceptable while other CSE 
speakers may consider it completely unacceptable. It was therefore significant that a majority 
of the respondents considered never highly acceptable, as it then accurately reflects the actual 
ways in which CSE speakers would use CSE never. 
Although the use of never was considered more acceptable in some cases (dialogues 1, 5, 12) 
than others (dialogues 2, 8, 13), in most cases, it was still relatively more acceptable than the 
other four negators in the same contexts, while in other cases, it was just as acceptable as 
another negator, and both negators were considered more acceptable than the other three. 
Each of the other three negators were considered most acceptable in fewer contexts than 
never was, and unacceptable in most other contexts. None of the other negators were as 
acceptable as never was in as many contexts.  
The results clearly show the multiple functions that never play as a negator in CSE, and how 
it is used in more different ways than any other negator. They also show that never is the 
preferred negator in CSE, and is favoured even above the negator with which it is 
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interchangeable within a particular context. The fact that never is an independent morpheme 
that does not have any inflections made it the ideal target of transfer of Chinese features into 
CSE, having met the saliency condition for transfer (Siegel, 2008). The results obtained from 
the survey indicate that never is interchangeable with didn’t, haven’t, and don’t in different 
contexts, which seems to suggest that never might simply the most productive elsewhere 
form for negation, rather than an English manifestation of Mandarin mei you. However, if 
this were true, it would not explain why never could not be used in contexts where the other 
Mandarin negator bu rather than mei you would apply.  
4.8 CSE don’t have  
Having looked at the comparison between don’t have and never in a previous section, this 
section looks at the individual analysis of don’t have. In all the dialogues except dialogues 3, 
4, 12, 14, 15, 16, don’t have was considered unacceptable. Of these dialogues, dialogue 4 was 
the only one in which don’t have was ranked acceptable by almost all the respondents, and in 
which it was the only option that was considered acceptable. In dialogue 3, although only 
28.6% of the respondents considered don’t have acceptable, this was still a significant 
percentage. Interestingly, the percentage of respondents who considered didn’t and doesn’t 
acceptable was the same as that of the respondents who found don’t have acceptable.  
In the other dialogues, dialogues 12 (Figure 17a), 14 (Figure 17b), 15 (Figure 17c) and 16 
(Figure 17d), don’t have was considered the most acceptable negator, but a similar 
percentage of respondents also found never equally acceptable. As previously mentioned, in 
these dialogues, the negators were used in response to CSE got, and it is significant that it is 
only in response to got that don’t have is considered acceptable. On the surface, there may 
not appear to be any logical reason for such a pattern. However, a closer look at the Mandarin 
negators reveal that the patterns of use of don’t have in CSE are highly similar to those of 
Mandarin mei you in certain contexts. 
 
Figure 17a: ‘Acceptable’ responses for dialogue 12 (%). 
 




Figure 17c: ‘Acceptable’ responses for dialogue 15 (%). 
 
Figure 17d: ‘Acceptable’ responses for dialogue 16 (%). 
As mentioned previously, the Mandarin negator mei you corresponds to various meanings in 
CSE. Which meaning of mei you is activated in a particular Mandarin sentence however, is 
determined by the context of that sentence. Although the same negator is used in various 
contexts, the context allows Mandarin speakers to distinguish between the different senses of 
mei you. The word you in mei you, when used individually, can be  
a) a positive emphatic marker, which also serves to 
i)   be a past tense marker in the absence of other tense-marking adverbs within a 
sentence that refers to a past time period, 
ii)  emphasize the speaker’s intention of completing/performing the action within a 
sentence that refers to a present or future time period, or  
b) a possessive marker, meaning ‘to have (Noun)’.  
The negator mei can therefore serve to negate any of the different senses of you mentioned 
above. However, it must be noted that for the meanings in (a), mei you acts as a single 
construct to negate the verb, but simply mei is enough to convey the tense and intention. 
Therefore, in the dialogues in which these meanings are activated, the negators mei you and 
mei would be interchangeable and mei is simply the abbreviated form of mei you. On the 
other hand, for meaning (b), mei directly negates you when the construct mei you is used, so 
in this case, the actual negator is actually mei and the verb is you.  Therefore, in the dialogues 
in which meaning (b) is activated, mei you cannot be abbreviated to mei, as that would cause 
it to lose its meaning of don’t have. Although the structural form in other non-Mandarin 
dialects such as Hokkien and Cantonese do not show distinction between the two senses, the 
two senses are still completely distinct even in these dialects, and can be differentiated with 
understanding of the contexts in which they occur. 
In CSE, the patterns of negation are similar, except that there are no negators that can be used, 
depending on the context in which they are used. Hence, to negate a meaning like that in (a(i)) 
above, speakers will use a past-tense negator like didn’t or never, while negation of a 
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meaning like that in (a(ii)) will require present tense or general negators such as don’t, or 
simply not alongside other modal auxiliary verbs. To negate a meaning like that in (b), CSE 
speakers use the negative construct don’t have. 
At the same time, since the CSE manifestation of the Mandarin you is got. This means that 
Singaporeans use the term got in places where you is possible in the Mandarin version of the 
same dialogues, and since don’t have can be used to negate got, it has come to be used in 
contexts which it cannot otherwise be used, i.e. only when its positive counterpart got is 
present. This means that don’t have, which cannot be used to negate verbs under normal 
circumstances, can now be used, provided got was used in conjunction with the verb in the 
positive statement. This explains why, in the results obtained from the survey, we observed 
that respondents found don’t have acceptable in negating possession like in dialogue 4, and 
unacceptable in all other dialogues where the negators were required to negate actions rather 
than possession. Yet, if got had been used in the utterance made by the first interlocutor like 
in dialogues 14, 15 and 16, the respondent could reply with don’t have, regardless of the 
word class of the word being negated. This explains the phenomenon that was displayed in 
the survey results, where don’t have was considered unacceptable in all contexts involving 
verbs other than the possessive have, except when used in response to got, where don’t have 
was then considered an acceptable response, even in the negation of verbs. In such cases, the 
entire construct don’t have becomes an auxiliary. 
4.9 The Idiomatic Phrase never mind 
Never is also very commonly found in the idiomatic phrase never mind in CSE – meaning 
does not matter – which is used to negate the importance of an event or an incident. Never 
occurs in this context in approximately 22% of all occurrences of never in ICE – SIN, which 
comes up to 40 occurrences in 100 files of spoken Singapore English. The frequency of its 
occurrence in CSE is far greater than that in other varieties of English, which not only shows 
that it is more robust in CSE, and consequently that never has a greater range of functions; 
but could also be a potential indicator of contact-induced change in the functionality of CSE 
never, as well as the iconicity it has attained, making it a highly preferred token in cases 
where its use is an option alongside other tokens.  
Concordance searches of a few StdE corpora which contained files of spoken conversations, 
each of approximately the same length and density of words, ICE – Great Britain (ICE – GB), 
ICE – America (ICE – USA) and ICE – Canada (ICE – CAN) showed marked differences in 
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the distributions and frequency of occurrences of ‘never mind’ in the different varieties. Only 
12 instances of ‘never mind’ was found in 100 British English files, 2 in 200 American 
English files, and 10 in 500 Canadian English files, whereas 40 instances of the phrase was 
found in just 100 Singapore English files. The following section shows the examples of 
‘never mind’ that were found in the corpora of the different varieties of English. 
According to the Oxford English dictionary (accessed 07/07/2013), ‘never mind’ has two 
different uses in British English, a) to tell someone not to worry about something because it is 
not important, and b) to de-emphasize the importance or severity of an event or thing, in 
comparison with another, and is synonymous with let alone; not to mention; and much less. 
The following examples (24) and (25) from the British English corpus illustrate the two 
meanings respectively. 
(24)  I wouldn't actually say any of the four are wonderful but never mind.  (ICE – GB)  
(25)  never mind the quality, feel the width,     (ICE – GB)  
In American English on the other hand, the only meaning of the idiomatic phrase was 
meaning (b) above, according to the Merriam Webster Dictionary, which provided the 
following example of its use, as shown in (26) 
(26)  I have a hard enough time getting out of bed before sunrise, never mind getting to 
work so early.             (Merriam-Webster dictionary) 
And in Canadian English, the phrase was mainly used to express meaning (b), with only 1 out 
of the 10 files showing meaning (a). Examples (27) and (28) were found in the ICE – CAN 
files.  
(27)  Never mind that they're the accused, they're asking you to believe the evidence of 
those people over four sober people meeting than met the eye.            (ICE – CAN) 
(28)  Nothing. Never mind. Let's get out of here.               (ICE – CAN) 
In Singapore English however, meaning (b) was conspicuously absent in the repertoire of 
Singaporean speech, and only meaning (a) was expressed in all 40 occurrences of never mind 
in ICE – SIN shown in examples (29) - (31): 
(29)  Never mind never mind I do lah.       (ICE – SIN) 
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(30)  I said well never mind the next time you come to this restaurant they'll treat you pretty 
well.            (ICE – SIN) 
(31)  Never mind lah we work round it we work round it.    (ICE – SIN) 
As a Singaporean and a native bilingual speaker of CSE and Mandarin, I am familiar with 
both of these varieties as they are spoken in Singapore. Intuitively, never mind in CSE 
corresponds to the Mandarin idiomatic phrase bu yao jin (不要紧), which is also commonly 
found in speech of Mandarin-speaking Singaporeans. Although the surface forms do not 
appear to match, this is understandable as both the Mandarin and CSE constructs are 
idiomatic phrases, and should be considered as such, since the literal meanings of the 
individual lexical items in the phrases do not contribute to the overall idiomatic meaning.  
That said, there does not seem to be any direct relationship between the Mandarin and CSE 
constructs. However, what is significant is the saliency of the word never in CSE. As 
observed from the survey results, never is clearly one of the preferred negators in CSE, and 
although it is not possible to use never in all contexts, there are many contexts in which CSE 
speakers rank never with the highest rating even though they also consider the use of one of 
the other four negators acceptable within the context. According to Siegel (2008), structures 
present in the lexifier that have ‘perceptual salience’ are more susceptible to undergo change 
under the influence of substrate languages. The salience of never as an iconic feature of CSE 
could therefore have resulted in never mind having caught on as the formulaic expression of 
meaning (a) instead of other idiomatic phrases such as no problem, don’t worry, or doesn’t 
matter, which express the same meaning.  
However, in order to determine the precise relationship between the two constructs, more 
investigation into the etymology and evolution of both the constructs is required. This can be 
done in future studies, together with a close one-to-one comparison of their features. 
Nevertheless, the above observations are significant, as they show one particular function of 
the many diverse functions of never in CSE, and the different patterns of its usage in CSE as 
compared to the standard varieties of English, reinforcing its status as a robust 





























5.1 Summary of Findings 
From the survey results as well as the examples from ICE-SIN, some general patterns of 
negation used by CSE speakers were found, and they are summarized in this section. 
Revisiting Table 1 from Section 2.6, a new column was added in (26) below to include the 
CSE negators used in the same contextual categories. 
Table 2: The negation8 of different verbal and aspectual categories in Mandarin; CSE (numbers in columns represent the 
dialogues from which these senses could be derived. See APPENDIX for dialogues. The contexts for occurrence of not and 
will not were derived based on native speaker intuition.) and StdE. 
Verb type and Context Mandarin CSE StdE 
(a) Dynamic - Tense 
       (i)   Past  mei (you) never; didn't (1, 5) didn't 
    (ii)  Present  bu not; don’t (2, 6, 8) don’t 
    (iii) Future  bu not; will not will not 
(b) Dynamic - Aspect 
       (i)   Completive bu  not haven't 
    (ii)  Experiential mei  never; haven't; didn't  have never; not ever 
    (iii) Emphatic mei (you) never; haven't (7, 11)  -  
(c) Imperfective  mei (you) not not 
(d) Stative bu not not 
(e) Existential bu not not 
(f) Possessive 
       (i)  Don’t have mei you don’t have (4) don’t have; haven’t got 
 
As shown in in Table 2, for a specific verb type and context of negation, there tends to be a 
higher number of possible negators that can be used in CSE as compared to the number that 
can be used in StdE. This indicates an interchangeability between the CSE negators that 
could have been a result of the fact that the functions of the various StdE forms are 
encompassed by the same negator mei (or mei you) in Mandarin. At the same time, while 
there are specific negators for each specific verb type and context in StdE, a single negator 
can be used in several contexts in CSE, for example, never can be used as a past tense as well 
                                                          
8
 This table shows a simplified picture of the use of negation. It is meant to show the most prominent negation 
markers used for each function in the three different languages/language varieties. Hence, more obscure 
negation markers, or those which are used less frequently were not included. At the same time, as this table is 
meant to reflect the current use of negation, older forms of negation which are not as prominent in present-
day usage, were also excluded. 
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as an aspectual negation marker with dynamic verbs. This is similar to the Mandarin negation 
system, where the two main negators, bu and mei you, are each used in a few different 
contexts. It was mentioned in Section 2.6 that the function of the Mandarin negator that is 
activated is derived by looking at the sentence in its entirety, and processing the meaning of 
the negator in conjunction with the sentential adverbs indicating time or aspect. Similarly in 
CSE, time adverbials are added sententially to indicate tense or aspect, and these features are 
not marked by the negators. On the other hand, the same CSE negator cannot be used in all 
the contexts that its Mandarin counterpart can be used, for example, didn’t can be used as a 
past tense and experiential aspect negation marker, but not as an emphatic negation marker. 
This could be because in StdE, didn’t can never be used in an emphatic role. This suggests 
that StdE grammar restricts the contexts in which the negators can be used CSE.  
CSE negators therefore seem to display the grammatical characteristics of both languages, 
where the presence of only two negators serving a variety of functions each in the substrate 
language and the one negator-one function characteristic of the lexifier language resulted in 
CSE speakers rendering some English negators interchangeable with one another in certain 
contexts, as they were each deemed to be similar to one or the other Mandarin negator, while 
not being completely interchangeable in every context, as each negator still had to conform 
minimally to its basic functions and syntactic requirements in StdE. 
 In general, CSE not seems to correspond to the Mandarin bu, while CSE never corresponds 
to Mandarin mei (or mei you), with the exception of imperfective aspect marking, where not 
is used in CSE although mei is used in Mandarin. The use of haven’t, didn’t, and don’t have 
in CSE seems to correspond to the use of mei (or mei you) in Mandarin in different contexts 
and are only interchangeable with one another in less specific roles such as the marking of 
experiential aspect. From the table, it appears that the range of negators that can be used in 
CSE in a particular context is a combination of the negators that can be used in StdE, as well 
as those that can be used in Mandarin. Hence, the CSE negator never seems to have 
undergone the greatest semantic expansion as a result of the contact of English with 
Mandarin in Singapore, fulfilling a much wider range of functions than the emphatic 
aspectual function of StdE never.  
The findings from this study therefore support Bao’s (2005) systemic substratist theory, 
where  the substrate system (Mandarin) transfer of negation features to CSE, and the lexifier 
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(StdE) filter effect on the negators, work together to produce the final product – the CSE 
negation subsystem.  
5.2 CSE Negation in relation to CSE got 
The manifestation of got in CSE has been studied by many scholars, and its specific 
grammatical and semantic functions that differ from those in StdE have been highly 
researched (see Platt and Weber 1980; Teo 1996; Lee 2009; Lee, Ling and Nomoto 2009). 
Got is said to function like the Malay ada or the Hokkien u (Lee, 2009), and continuing with 
the labelling convention this thesis has so far followed in terms of the similarities between the 
different Chinese varieties, we will use the Mandarin you in place of Hokkien u to illustrate 
any examples given. This section looks at the reported functions of got and the various senses 
of it in CSE, so as to explain how it could have affected the respondents’ rating for each 
negative particle in the questionnaire. 
Lee (2009) describes the various functions of CSE got and its differences from StdE, namely: 
A. Possession – An animate NP is in possession of another NP. In StdE, got is usually 
preceded by have, while in CSE, it is equally acceptable for got to be used alone or preceded 
by have.  
The implications of this on negation is this: while the negative of have got is haven’t got in 
StdE, with only the auxiliary verb being negated and the main verb got remaining unmodified, 
negation is not so clearcut when the auxiliary is absent in the case of CSE where got is used 
alone. Since CSE got and have, in correspondence to Mandarin you, are synonymous when 
used to express possession, the particle that is used to negate got in this situation, naturally, 
was don’t have, as was observed in the responses to dialogue 4.  
B. Existential/Location – got indicates existence or location, as compared to StdE which 
usually expresses this meaning through “there is/are…” 
Again, the verb is easily negated in StdE, yielding “there isn’t/aren’t…” while such methods 
of negation are not available for the verb got. There is no Mandarin verb that is equivalent to 
the StdE existential be. Instead, the existential and the locative are also represented by you in 
Mandarin, as shown below in examples (32i) and (32ii) from Bao (2005). 
(32) (i) Existential you 
you liang-men ke wo xiang xuan 
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have two-CL course I want take 
‘There are two courses I want to take.’ 
       (ii) Locative you 
qiang-shang you yı-fu hua 
wall-on have one-CL picture 
‘On the wall there is a picture.’ 
(Bao 2005) 
As such, similar to possessive got, existential and locative got will also be negated by don’t 
have in CSE.  
C. Copula – got is followed by an AP that describes the preceding NP.  
Here, negation is more easily achieved since it negates the property described by the AP, and 
hence speakers will only have to change the AP to its antonym to negate it, or simply replace 
got by not, in which case there will be copula deletion, which is also a common feature of 
CSE. Example (33) below, provided in Lee (2009) can be negated in two ways in CSE, as 
shown in (34i) and (34ii). 
(33)  Your house got nice lor.       (Lee 2009) 
 ‘Your house is nice.’ 
(34) (i) Your house ugly lor. 
       (ii) Your house not nice lor. 
On the other hand, dialogues 12 and 14 of the survey indicated that copula got can also be 
negated by don’t have and never, where got preceded an AP, as shown in (35) and (36). 
(35) Today got naughty not? 
 ‘Were (you) naughty today?’ 
(36) he got so smart meh? 
 ‘is he that smart?’ 
This appears contrary to the expected form of negation for copula got. However, got in (35) 
and (36) were used in interrogatives and alongside question tags like not in (35) and meh in 
(36). Furthermore, (35) occurs in a past time period, indicated by today, referring to an earlier 
time in the day. As such, the use of never and don’t have could have been validated due to 
these reasons, but more in depth investigation should be conducted in order to come to a 
more accurate conclusion. 
D. Receive/Obtain – This feature is derived from BrE got, and is the past tense of BrE get. 
In this case, the grammatical conventions for the negation of got have already been set in 
place by the lexifier, and speakers follow these conventions of negation by adding an 
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auxiliary verb and negating the auxiliary, such that ‘didn’t get’ is obtained. Nevertheless, 
substrate influence still exerts itself on got even in this scenario. As previously mentioned, 
didn’t and never are usually interchangeable when negating dynamic verbs within a past time 
period, as both these negators have mark for past tense in the absence of verbal inflection, 
and the negation of got in this context is the same as the negation of any verb in the past tense, 
such as that in dialogues 1 and 5 of the survey. 
E. Cause/Become/Move/Reach – This feature is also derived from BrE, where got precedes 
a number of different types of phrases (such as AdvP, AP, NP, VP, PP) in utterances which 
express movement or change.  
Again, the pattern of negation is similar to that of D., where the negation of got produces the 
phrase didn’t get, since these utterances show dynamic movement. In general, it is also 
expected that the more colloquial the context in which negation is used for past tense, the 
more likely the CSE speaker will choose to use never, while the less colloquial the 
surrounding linguistic context in which the negative particle appears, the more likely they are 
to choose the negative particle didn’t. 
F. Passive – got expresses the passive, as an auxiliary verb, in a similar manner as BrE does. 
Similarly, the negation of this form is the same as that in D. and E. 
G. Deontic modality – The VP have got to brings about deontic mood.  
In the VP have got to, have already indicates deontic mood, while got emphasizes it, such 
that the VP expresses a necessity for something. However, in the negation of that necessity, 
the VP becomes weaker, since it will then mean ‘not necessary to’ rather than ‘must not’. 
Hence, the auxiliary have will be negated by CSE speakers, to produce the negative VP don’t 
have to, which was found to occur 28.1% out of 96 of occurrences of don’t have in ICE-SIN, 
from which (37) was taken. 
(37)  Well I mean you don't have to work.       (ICE-SIN) 
 ‘Well I mean, you haven’t got to work.’ 
H. Perfective – got is used as an auxiliary to convey the perfective aspect. This feature is not 
derived from BrE, but is instead transferred from Hokkien u according to Lee (2009) – which 
behaves in a similar fashion to Mandarin you – as  BrE does not use got as a perfective 
marker, while Hokkien does.  
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In the sentences in (38) below provided Lee (2009), got functions as a perfective. 
(38)(i)  I just got purchase. 
‘I have just purchased (this).’ 
      (ii) You got go Underwater? 
‘Did you go to the Underwater World (a theme park in Singapore)? 
 
As can be seen from the above example, perfective got can be negated by either don’t have or 
never respectively. As mentioned previously, didn’t seems to be less acceptable the more 
colloquial the context, possibly because it has a more stable and fixed set of functions, and is 
also more deeply entrenched within the minds of CSE speakers (see Schmid 2007: 118 and 
Langacker 1987: 59 for the concept of entrenchment) as a negative marker for past tense, 
while never is not constrained by this condition, and is therefore more receptive to 
innovations.  This explanation accounts for the respondents rating of don’t have and never as 
the most acceptable responses to dialogue 15 and 16 in the survey, particularly don’t have, 
which does not usually act as an auxiliary. 
The various functions of got, according to Lee (2009) and the CSE negative particles 
corresponding to each function have been summarized in this section. The fact that specific 
negative particles were used to negate specific functions of CSE got in various contexts show 
that the non-standard use of these negators in fact follows a set of grammatical rules and is 
not erratic or random. It has also been established that the set of grammatical rules followed 
is actually a combination of the semantic functions of the Mandarin negation subsystem and 
the constraints of the StdE negation subsystem. This supports the hypothesis that CSE 
innovations of grammatical features are the result of systemic functional transfer of features 
(from Chinese substrate languages to CSE) that do not violate the constraints exerted by StdE 











The main purpose of this study was to investigate the functions of five main negators in CSE, 
never, didn’t, haven’t, don’t have, don’t (or doesn’t), with particular attention to those 
functions that differed from StdE, and to account for these non-standard functions, as well as 
show that the non-standard had been systemically transferred from Chinese substrate 
languages into CSE, with some restrictions imposed by StdE. This objective was fulfilled by 
observing the patterns of occurrence of each negator within CSE in various syntactic contexts, 
and documenting their specific semantic functions. These patterns were then systematically 
compared with the patterns of negation of their StdE and Chinese counterparts, based on the 
assumption that Chinese, being the main family of substrate languages in Singapore, is a 
major influence on CSE, and the main source of CSE innovations, and that StdE, being the 
lexifier, has some degree of influence over the innovations that can or cannot be accepted into 
CSE.  
This study found that the non-standard functions of CSE negators did indeed correspond, 
though were not identical, to the functions of Chinese negators. The negators never and not 
were observed to have adopted the full range of functions (see (26) in Section 5.1), identified 
in this study, of the Mandarin negators mei (or mei you) and bu (used as representatives of all 
Chinese negators for ease of discussion in this thesis) respectively, with the exception of the 
imperfective aspect, where the function of mei was transferred into CSE not rather than never. 
The saliency of never was shown in its interchangeability with many of the other negators in 
different contexts, as well as its occurrence in the idiomatic phrase never mind which had 
high frequency in CSE speech. This saliency might have been the result of never being the 
target of transfer of Mandarin mei/mei you and having taken on its various functions, but at 
the same time, its individual features as an independent, single morpheme that make it the 
ideal candidate for transfer cannot be ignored. Because of its saliency, never seems to have 
become a ‘one-size-fits-all’ negator in CSE, and there is greater use of never as compared to 
any other negator, since it is more convenient and the speaker does not need to worry about 
time and subject agreement when using it. This makes the use of never as negator an 
economical way of replacing complicated grammar, especially in Colloquial speech, where 
constructs that require less time to produce are preferred as long as an idea can be conveyed 
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from one speaker to another. The saliency of never is therefore the driving force for its high 
usage among CSE speakers, and this high usage in turn reinforces its saliency.  
The other negators were also found to be interchangeable in some contexts when used in CSE 
where they were not otherwise interchangeable in StdE, which is indicative of the functional 
transfer from Chinese to CSE, where the multifunctional mei or bu resulted in the adoption of 
some additional functions by their corresponding CSE counterparts. However, the 
performance of the lexifier filter effect by StdE on CSE, where feature transfer from Chinese 
to CSE was blocked due to the mismatch of functions of the feature in StdE and Chinese, 
meant that the transfer of functional features from Chinese to CSE was not complete. This 
occurs when the functions of a particular feature in one language departs too largely from its 
function in the other language. Hence, the various different negators were not entirely 
equivalent to one another.  
It was also found that never and don’t have had undergone the greatest semantic expansion in 
CSE. I postulate that this phenomenon is the result of the salience of never in CSE (see 
Section 4.8), and the high degree of congruency of form between don’t have and Mandarin 
mei you (see Section 4.7), together with the fact that these were the two more peripheral 
negators in StdE, and therefore more receptive to innovations, while the other negators have 
more deeply entrenched tense and aspectual functions, due to the higher frequency of their 
use in daily conversation. 
The mapping of the various negators to the functions of CSE got in Section 5.2 provided 
further reinforcement to the theory of systemic transfer of grammatical features, and gave 
great insight into the reasons behind the development of the innovations in the CSE negation 
system.  
This thesis has done a fairly in-depth analysis of the functions of five main CSE negators, 
some of which were identical to those of StdE, and others which were CSE innovations as a 
result of contact with Chinese. However, in order to gain a more holistic view of the CSE 
negation system, further research into this area of study should be conducted to investigate 
the other negative particles such as another main negator not, or those negators that were also 
markers of modality – wouldn’t, shouldn’t and musn’t to name a few, which had not been 
investigated in this study. In addition, the negation subsystems of the other substrate 
languages in Singapore should also be examined to find out whether they too might have 
played a role in the development of the innovations found in the CSE negation system, which 
74 
 
they are likely to have done considering the intensity of contact, and if they had not, to 
consider the sociolinguistic implications that arise with regard to language status and prestige 




























































Alsagoff, L. (2007). Singlish: Negotiating culture, capital and identity. In Vaish, V., Gopinathan, S., and Liu, Y. 
(eds.) Language, Capital, Culture. Rotterdam: Sense Publishers. 25-46. 
 
Alsagoff, L. and Ho, C.L. (1998). The Grammar of Singapore English. In Foley, J., Kandiah, T., Bao, Z., Gupta, 
A.F., Alsagoff, L., Ho, C.L., Wee, L., Talib, I.S., & Bokhorst-Heng, W. (eds.) English in New Cultural 
Contexts: Reflections from Singapore . Singapore: Oxford University Press. 127-151 
 
Ansaldo, U. (2004). The evolution of Singapore English: Finding the matrix. In Lim, L. (ed.) Singapore English: 
A grammatical description. Amsterdam: John Benjamins. 127- 149. 
 
Appel, R. and Muysken, P. (2006). Language, Contact and Bilingualism. Amsterdam University Press. 
 
Bao, Z. (2005). The aspectual system of Singapore English and the systemic substratist explanation. Journal of 
Linguistics, 41, 237–267. 
 
Bauer, L. (1997). Attempting to trace Scottish influence on New Zealand English. Englishes around the 
world, 2, 257-272. 
 
Bernini, G. and Paolo, R. (1996). Negative Sentences in the Languages of Europe: A Typological Approach. 
Berlin: Mouton de Gruyter. 
 
Bickerton, D. (1981). Roots of language. Ann Arbor, MI : Karoma. 
 
Carr, E.B. (1972). Da kine talk: From pidgin to standard English in Hawaii. University of Hawaii Press. 
 
Chao, Y.R. (1968). A grammar of spoken Chinese. Berkeley: University of California Press. 
 
Cheng, C.C. (1996). Quantifying dialect mutual intelligibility. In Huang C.J. and Li Y.A. (eds.) New Horizons 
in Chinese Linguistics. Dordrecht: Kluwer Academic Publishers, 269–292. 
 
Crystal, D. (1995). Estuary English. Cambridge encyclopaedia of the English language, 327. 
 
Dahl, Ö. (1979). Typology of sentence negation. Linguistics, 17,79-106. 
 
DeFrancis, J. (1986). The Chinese Language: Fact and fantasy. Honolulu: University of Hawai‘i Press. 
 
DeGraff, M. (2002). Relexification: A reevaluation. Anthropological Linguistics, 321-414. 
 
Deterding, D., & Poedjosoedarmo, G. (2000). To what extent can the ethnic group of young Singaporeans be 
identified from their speech. The English language in Singapore: Research on pronunciation, 1-9. 
 
Devilgenemugen. (2013, Nov 2). After using the restroom: survey [Message 6]. Message posted to 
http://forums.sgclub.com/singapore/only_50_singaporeans_498157.html 
 
Edwards, V. and Weltens, B. (1985). Research on non-standard dialects of British English: Progress and 
prospects. Focus on: England and Wales, 4, 97. 
 
Gopinathan, S. (1998). Language policy changes 1979-1997: Politics and pedagogy. Language, society and 
education in Singapore: Issues and trends, 19-44. 
 
Greenbaum, S and Nelson, G. (1996). The International Corpus of English (ICE) Project. World Englishes, 
15(1), 3-15. 
 
Gupta, A.F. (1994). The Step-Tongue: Childrens’ English in Singapore. Clevedon: Multilingual Matters. 
 





Ho, M.L. and Platt, J.T. (1993). Dynamics of a contact continuum: Singapore English. Oxford: Oxford 
University Press. 
 
Ho, M.L. and Wong, I.F.H. (2001). The use of ever in Singaporean English. World Englishes, 30, 79-87. 
 
Hong, L. (1999). Making the history of Singapore: S Rajaratnam and CV Devan Nair. Lee’s Lieutenants: 
Singapore’s Old Guard St Leonards Allen & Unwin. 
 
Huddleston, R. and Pullum, G.K. (2002). The Cambridge grammar of the English language. Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press. 
 
Jakobson, R. (1938) ‘Sur la Théorie des Affinités Phonologiques Entre des Langues’ [On The Theory of 
Phonological Affinities Between Languages]. Actes du Quatrième Congrès International de Linguistes. 
Copenhagen: Munksgaard. 48-59. (Reprinted (1962). Selected Writings I : Phonological studies. The Hague: 
Mouton. vol 1: 234-246.) 
 
Otto, J. (1917). Negation in English and other languages. Selected writing of Otto Jespersen, 3-151. 
 
Kachru, B. (1982). The Other Tongue: English across cultures. Urbana: University of Illinois Press. 
 
Kim, C. H. (2009). Number marking in Colloquial Singapore English. Journal of Cognitive Science, 10(2), 149-
172. 
 
Langacker, R.W. (1987). Foundations of cognitive grammar (1): Theoretical Prerequisites. Stanford, CA: 
Stanford University Press. 
 
Lee, H.N. (2009). One substrate, two lexifiers and the lexifier effect. Master’s in English Language thesis, 
National University of Singapore, Singapore. 
 
Lee, H.N., Ling, A.P. and Nomoto, H. (2009). Colloquial Singapore English got: Functions and substratal 
influences. World Englishes 28(3): 293-319. 
 
Lee, P. (2007, July 30). Who is nua-ing @ office now? [Thread Topic]. Message posted to 
http://sgforums.com/forums/8/topics/271243 
 
Lefebvre, C. (1986). Relexification in creole genesis revisited. In Muysken & Smith (eds.), 279–300. 
 
Lefebvre, C. (1993). The role of relexification and syntactic reanalysis in Haitian Creole. In Mufwene (ed.), 
254–279. 
 
Lefebvre, C. (1996). The tense, mood, and aspect system of Haitian Creole and the problem of transmission of 
grammar in creole genesis. Journal of Pidgin and Creole Languages, 11. 231–311. 
 
Lefebvre, C. (1998). Creole genesis and the acquisition of grammar: The case of Haitian creole. Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press.  
 
Lefebvre, C. & Lumsden, R. (1989). Les Langues Créoles et La Théorie Linguistique. Canadian Journal of 
Linguistics, 34. 249–272. 
 
Leimgruber, J.R.E. (2009). Modelling variation in Singapore English. PhD in English thesis, University of 
Oxford, United Kingdom. 
 
Leimgruber, J.R.E. (2012). Singapore English: An indexical approach. World Englishes, 31(1), 1-14. 
 
Lim L L S (1996) ‘Prosodic patterns characterising Chinese, Indian and Malay Singaporean English’ PhD thesis, 
Reading University. 
 
Lim, L. (2000). Ethnic group differences aligned? Intonation patterns of Chinese, Indian and Malay Singaporean 




Meillet, A. (1921). Linguistique Historique et Linguistique Générale [Historical Linguistics and General 
Linguistics]. Paris: Champion. 
 
Myers-Scotton, C. (2002). Contact Linguistics: Bilingual encounters and grammatical outcomes. Oxford: 
Oxford University Press. 
 
Muysken, P. (1981). Halfway between Quechua and Spanish: The case for relexification. In Highfield, A & 
Valdman, A (eds.) Historicity and variation in creole studies. Ann Arbor: Karoma. 52-78. 
 
Never. adv and int. (1906). In Oxford English Dictionary Online (3
rd
 ed.), retrieved from www.oed.com on 
15/10/2012 
Never mind. conj. (1847). In The Merriam-Webster Online Dictionary (11
th
 ed.), retrieved from 
http://www.merriam-webster.com on 15/10/2012 
Never mind. in mind, v. (1906). In Oxford English Dictionary Online (3
rd
 ed.), retrieved from www.oed.com on 
15/10/2012 
Never mind. in never, adv and int. (1906). In Oxford English Dictionary Online (3
rd
 ed.), retrieved from 
www.oed.com on 15/10/2012 
Pakir, A. (1991). The range and depth of English-knowing bilinguals in Singapore. World Englishes, 10(2), 
167-179. 
Payne, J.R. (1985). Negation. In Timothy Shopen (ed.) Language Typology and Syntactic Description, (1). 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 197–242. 
Platt, J. T. (1975). The Singapore English speech continuum and its basilect 'Singlish' as a 'creoloid’. 
Anthropological Linguistics, 17(7), 363-374. 
Platt, J.T. and Weber, H. (1980). English in Singapore and Malaysia: status, features, functions. Oxford: Oxford 
University Press. 
 
Platt, J.T. (1982). English in Singapore, Malaysia, and Hong Kong. English as a world language, 384-414. 
 
Platt, J.T., Weber, H. and Ho. M.L. (1984). The New Englishes, London: Routledge. 
 
Platt, J.T., and Ho, M.L. (1989). Discourse particles in Singaporean English: Substratum influences and 
universals. World Englishes, 8(2), 215-221. 
 
Ramsey, R.S. (1987). The Languages of China. Princeton: Princeton University Press. 
 
Reid, A., & Alilunas-Rodgers, K. (Eds.). (1996). Sojourners and Settlers: Histories of Southeast China and the 
Chinese. University of Hawaii Press. 
 
Sapir, E. (1921). Language: an introduction to the study of speech. New York: Harcourt, Brace and World. 
 
Schmid, H.J., (2007). Entrenchment, Salience, and Basic Levels. In Geeraerts, D. and Cuyckens, H. (eds.) The 
Oxford Handbook of Cognitive Linguistics. 117-138 
 
Schneider, E. (2000). Feature Diffusion vs. Contact Effects in the Evolution of New Englishes: A Typological 
Case Study of Negation Patterns. English World-Wide, 21(2), 201-230. 
 
Scott, M. (2013). WordSmith Tools. Liverpool: Lexical Analysis Software. 
 
Siegel, J. (2008). The Emergence of Pidgin & Creole Languages. New York: Oxford University Press.  
 






Teo, P. (1996). The Syntax and Semantics of Got in Colloquial Singapore English. Unpublished B.A. (Honours) 
in English Language thesis, National University of Singapore. Singapore. (p75-76) 
 
Thomason, S.G. (2001). Language Contact: An Introduction. Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press. 
 
Thomason, S.G. (1997). A typology of contact languages. Creole Language Library, 19, 71-90. 
 
Thomason, S.G. and Kaufman, T. (1991). Language contact, creolization, and genetic linguistics. California: 
University of California Press. 
 
Tongue, R.K. (1979). The English of Singapore and Malaysia. Singapore: Eastern Universities Press. 
 
Trudgill, P. (1995). Sociolinguistics: An introduction to language and society. London: Penguin. 
 
Tubau, S. (2008). Negative Concord in English and Romance: Syntax-Morphology Interface Conditions on the 
Expression of Negation. PhD in English Philology thesis. Universitat Autònoma de Barcelona and 
University of Amsterdam. Netherlands Graduate School of Linguistics: LOT.  
 
Turnbull, C.M. (1989). A History of Singapore: 1819- 1988. Second edition. Singapore: Oxford University 
Press. 
 
Wee, L. (2003). Linguistic instrumentalism in Singapore. Journal of Multilingual and Multicultural 
Development, 24(3), 211-224. 
 
Winford, D. (2003). An Introduction to Contact Languages. Boston: Blackwell Publishing.  
 
 
  Page 1 of 7 Version 2 dated 29 Sep 2012 
APPENDIX I 
 




1. Project title: Singlish Use of Negatives 
 
2. Principal Investigator and co-investigator: 
 
Principal investigator: Miss Amelia Leong Xue Wei  
Dept of English Language and Literature 
National University of Singapore (NUS) 
Address: Blk AS5, 7 Arts Link, FASS, NUS, Singapore 117570 
 
Co-investigator: Dr Mie Hiramoto 
Dept of English Language and Literature, NUS 
Address: Blk AS5, 7 Arts Link, FASS, NUS, Singapore 117570 
 
3. What is the purpose of this research?  
The aim of this research is to deepen the current understanding about the variety of 
new English, Singlish, and to add to the sociocultural understanding of this variety of 
language. 
 
You are invited to participate in a research study. This information sheet provides 
you with information about the research. The Principal Investigator (Miss Amelia 
Leong) has already described this research to you at a recent lecture, please contact 
her at A0030338@nus.edu.sg if you have any further questions. Read the 
information below and ask questions about anything you don’t understand before 
deciding whether or not to take part. 
 
4. Who can participate in the research? What is the expected duration of my 
participation? What is the duration of this research? 
Only Singaporean citizens aged 18 years and above who are native Singlish 
speakers are eligible to participate. 
 
5. What is the approximate number of participants involved? 
 
Approximately 150 research subjects will be involved in this research. 
 
6. What will be done if I take part in this research? 
 
You will fill up an anonymous online survey that last about 30 minutes. You will be 
asked to rate the naturalness of various sentences on a scale of 1 to 5 and give a 
score of 0 if you find the sentence completely unacceptable in Singlish. For every 
question, there will be also be a space for you to provide any further comments or 
feedback, and reasons for the ratings you provided.  
 
7. How will my privacy and the confidentiality of my research records be 
protected? 
As this research is conducted anonymously, we will not collect any personal 
information from you. 
  
8. Will there be reimbursement for participation? 
You will not be reimbursed for participating in this research. 
 
9. What are the possible benefits to me and to others?  
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There is no direct benefit to you by participating in this research. The knowledge 
gained may benefit the public in the future by deepening the current understanding 
about the variety of new English, Singlish. 
 
 
10. Can I refuse to participate in this research? 
Yes, you can. Your decision to participate in this research is voluntary and 
completely up to you. You can also withdraw from the research at any time before 
submitting your responses by closing the browser. However, once you submit your 
survey, you will not be able to withdraw your data as we will not know which dataset 
belongs to you. 
If you decide to participate, please click “yes” at the end of this page, you will be 
taken to the survey. If you decide not to participate, you can just close the browser. 
 
11. Whom should I call if I have any questions or problems? 
 
Please contact the Principal Investigator, Amelia Leong at telephone 65-9026-6111 
and email A0030338@nus.edu.sg) for all research-related matters and in the event 
of research-related injuries. 
 
For an independent opinion regarding the research and the rights of research 
participants, you may contact a staff member of the National University of Singapore 
Institutional Review Board (Attn: Mr Chan Tuck Wai, at telephone 65- 6516 1234 or 
email at irb@nus.edu.sg). 
 















































The following are a series of casual dialogues between close friends or family members. A is your close 
friend or family member, and he/she has made the given statement. You are B. Please select rank your 
response to A on a scale of 1-5, 1 being most natural and 5 being least natural. If a response is completely 
unacceptable to you, please rank it 0. Your responses can be ranked with the same number if they are both 
equally natural to you. Additionally, if two or more responses are equally natural, but convey different 
meanings in response to A’s statement, please indicate with asterisks, and provide a short explanation of 
the different senses conveyed by each response. You can also make any additional comments to indicate 
why you may have ranked an option 0. 
 
Sample Dialogue: 
Daughter:   I need to go toilet. 
 
Mother:    Option (a):  Haiyo, why just now never go?     (     1 ) 
                   Option (b):  Haiyo, why just now haven’t go?  (     2 ) 
                   Option (c):  Haiyo, why just now don’t have go? (     0 ) 
                   Option (d):  Haiyo why just now didn’t go? (     1 ) 
                   Option (e):  Haiyo why just now don’t go? (     1 ) 
 
Any other comments:  
‘never’ and ‘didn’t’ and ‘don’t’ seem almost interchangeable in this context, but when ‘haven’t’ was used, it 
carried that sense that  it was an action that had been expected, but yet had not been completed. There 
was also the expectation that it would be done eventually.  
 
 
Dialogue 1: Mother left some cake for her daughters before she went out. She has just returned home. 
 
Mother:   Why your sister never eat the cake I leave on the table?     
Daughter: Option (a): She never see.       ( ) 
             Option (b): She haven’t see.      ( ) 
            Option (c):  She don’t have see.      ( ) 
             Option (d): She didn’t see.       ( ) 
                 Option (e): She doesn’t see.      ( ) 
 




Dialogue 2: Two friends are talking. B has a weird expression on his face. 
 
A:    Eh why your face like that, you want to go toilet ah.    
 
B:              Option (a): No ah, I never want to go toilet.     ( ) 
             Option (b): No ah, I haven’t want to go toilet.    ( ) 
            Option (c):  No ah, I don’t have want to go toilet.    ( ) 
             Option (d): No ah, I didn’t want to go toilet.     ( ) 
                 Option (e): No ah, I don’t want to go toilet.     ( ) 
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Dialogue 3: Two friends are talking about a third person. 
 
A:    Haiya, no matter what I do he also don’t like me one la.    
 
B:              Option (a): He never don’t like you la, maybe he just bad mood.  ( ) 
             Option (b): He haven’t don’t like you la, maybe he just bad mood.  ( ) 
            Option (c):  He don’t have don’t like you la, maybe he just bad mood. ( ) 
             Option (d): He didn’t don’t like you la, maybe he just bad mood.  ( ) 
        Option (e): He doesn’t don’t like you la, maybe he just bad mood.  ( ) 
 
Any other comments: 
_______________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________ 
Dialogue 4: A wants to borrow a pen from B. 
 
A:    You got pen now?    
 
B:              Option (a): I never.        ( ) 
             Option (b): I haven’t.       ( ) 
            Option (c):  I don’t have.       ( ) 
             Option (d): I didn’t.        ( ) 
             Option (e): I don’t.        ( ) 
 





Dialogue 5: A is on a diet and occasionally skips lunch. It is now 7pm at night, and B wants to know if A has 
skipped lunch today. 
 
A:    So you got eat lunch today?    
 
B:              Option (a): Never eat.       ( ) 
             Option (b): Haven’t eat.       ( ) 
            Option (c):  Don’t have eat.       ( ) 
             Option (d): Didn’t eat.       ( ) 
             Option (e): Don’t eat.       ( ) 
 




Dialogue 6: A and B are at a famous food stall. B dislikes Laksa. 
 
A:    Let’s eat here! It’s the best Laksa in Singapore.    
 
B:              Option (a): Don’t want, I never liked Laksa.     ( ) 
             Option (b): Don’t want, I haven’t liked Laksa.    ( ) 
            Option (c):  Don’t want, I don’t have liked Laksa.    ( ) 
             Option (d): Don’t want, I didn’t liked laksa.     ( ) 
             Option (e): Don’t want, I don’t liked laksa.     ( ) 
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Dialogue 7: A and B are waiting for their groupmate who is already half an hour late, and has not informed 
them why she is late, or whether she is going to be turning up. 
 
A:    You tried calling her? 
     
B:         Option (a): No, I never tried.      ( ) 
             Option (b): No, I haven’t tried.      ( ) 
            Option (c):  No, I don’t have tried.      ( ) 
             Option (d): No, I didn’t tried.      ( ) 
             Option (e): No, I don’t tried.      ( ) 
 
Any other comments: 
_______________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________ 
Dialogue 8: B has just been defiant to his teacher when she scolded him for being late. 
 
A:    You want to die ah! Talk back to teacher. 
     
B:         Option (a): I never want to die la.      ( ) 
             Option (b): I haven’t want to die la.      ( ) 
            Option (c):  I don’t have want to die la.     ( ) 
             Option (d): I didn’t want to die la.      ( ) 
             Option (e): I don’t want to die la.      ( ) 
 




Dialogue 9: B has left her dinner on the table for an hour, and A is threatening to eat it. 
 
A:    You don’t want I eat already ah. 
     
B:         Option (a): I never don’t want!!      ( ) 
             Option (b): I haven’t don’t want!!      ( ) 
            Option (c):  I don’t have don’t want!!     ( ) 
             Option (d): I didn’t don’t want!!      ( ) 
             Option (d): I don’t don’t want!!      ( ) 
 




Dialogue 10: B is a girl who has just fallen very heavily from her bicycle and is in great pain. 
 
A:    You want to cry ah? 
     
B:         Option (a): I never.        ( ) 
             Option (b): I haven’t.       ( ) 
            Option (c):  I don’t have.       ( ) 
             Option (d): I didn’t.        ( ) 
             Option (e): I don’t.        ( ) 
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Dialogue 11: B has just knocked against the edge of a table and scraped the skin off her leg. 
 
A:    Eh! Your leg bleed already! 
     
B:         Option (a): Where got, never start bleeding mah.    ( ) 
             Option (b): Where got, haven’t start bleeding mah.    ( ) 
            Option (c):  Where got, don’t have start bleeding mah.   ( ) 
             Option (d): Where got, didn’t start bleeding mah.    ( ) 
             Option (e): Where got, don’t start bleeding mah.    ( ) 
 




Dialogue 12: A mother has just reached home and is talking to her three-year-old daughter.  
 
Mother:   Hi darling! Come, hug hug. Today got naughty not? 
     
Daughter: Option (a): no, never!       ( ) 
             Option (b): no, haven’t!       ( ) 
            Option (c):  no, don’t have!       ( ) 
             Option (d): no, didn’t!       ( ) 
             Option (e): no, don’t!       ( ) 
 
Any other comments: 
_______________________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________   
Dialogue 13: B is having her dinner. A calls her on the phone.  
 
A:    Finish eating already? 
     
B:         Option (a): I never finish.       ( ) 
             Option (b): I haven’t finish.       ( ) 
            Option (c):  I don’t have finish.      ( ) 
             Option (d): I didn’t finish.       ( ) 
             Option (e): I don’t finish.       ( ) 
 




Dialogue 14: A and B are talking about a friend who has recently gotten a prestigious scholarship. 
 
A:    Chey, he got so clever meh? 
     
B:         Option (a): never leh, that’s why! Must be some lousy scholarship.  ( ) 
             Option (b): haven’t leh, that’s why! Must be some lousy scholarship. ( ) 
            Option (c):  don’t have leh, that’s why! Must be some lousy scholarship. ( ) 
             Option (d): didn’t, that’s why! Must be some lousy scholarship.  ( ) 
             Option (e): don’t leh, that’s why! Must be some lousy scholarship.  ( ) 
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Dialogue 15: Today is Saturday. Mother wants to know if her daughter would be going to school the next 
Monday. 
 
Mother:   You got go to school on Monday?  
     
Daughter: Option (a): Never.        ( ) 
             Option (b): Haven’t.       ( ) 
            Option (c):  Don’t have.       ( ) 
             Option (d): Didn’t.        ( ) 
             Option (e): Don’t.        ( ) 
 




Dialogue 16: A is asking B about her future plans. 
 
A:    You got want to stay in big house next time?  
     
B:         Option (a): Never leh.       ( ) 
             Option (b): Haven’t leh.       ( ) 
            Option (c):  Don’t have leh.       ( ) 
             Option (d): Didn’t leh.       ( ) 
             Option (e): Don’t leh.       ( ) 
 










Barplots: Average acceptability scores of each negation marker  
Scoring system: 1 (most acceptable) – 5 (least acceptable); 6 is completely unacceptable 
 
Column Plots: Proportions of respondents rating the options ‘Acceptable’ (1 & 2) and ‘Unacceptable’ (6) 
 
Pie Charts:  
(a) Percentage of ‘Acceptable’ responses for each option 
(b) Percentage of ‘Unacceptable’ responses for each option 
 
Dialogue 1: Mother left some cake for her daughters before she went out. She has just returned home. 
Mother:  Why your sister never eat the cake I leave on the table?     
 
 
(a) Percentages of ‘Acceptable’ responses    (b) Percentages of ‘Unacceptable’ responses 






she never see 
she haven't see 
she don't have see 
she didn't see 
she doesn't see 
0 1 2 3 4 5 6 
Acceptability Scores 
Dialogue 2: Two friends are talking. B has a weird expression on his face. 
A: Eh why your face like that, you want to go toilet ah. 
 
 
(a) Percentages of ‘Acceptable’ responses    (b) Percentages of ‘Unacceptable’ responses 
   
 
Dialogue 3: Two friends are talking about a third person. 
A: Haiya, no matter what I do he also don’t like me one la. 
 
No ah, I never want to go toilet. 
No ah, I haven’t want to go toilet. 
No ah, I don’t have want to go toilet. 
No ah, I didn’t want to go toilet. 
No ah, I don’t want to go toilet. 
0 1 2 3 4 5 6 
Acceptability Scores 
He never don’t like you la, maybe he just bad 
mood. 
He haven’t don’t like you la, maybe he just 
bad mood. 
He don’t have don’t like you la, maybe he just 
bad mood. 
He didn’t don’t like you la, maybe he just bad 
mood. 
He doesn’t don’t like you la, maybe he just 
bad mood. 
0 1 2 3 4 5 6 
Acceptability Scores 
 
(a) Percentages of ‘Acceptable’ responses    (b) Percentages of ‘Unacceptable’ responses 
   
 
Dialogue 4: A wants to borrow a pen from B. 







I don’t have. 
I didn’t. 
I don’t. 
0 1 2 3 4 5 6 
Acceptability Scores 
(a) Percentages of ‘Acceptable’ responses    (b) Percentages of ‘Unacceptable’ responses 
   
 
Dialogue 5: A is on a diet and occasionally skips lunch. It is now 7pm at night, and B wants to know if A 
has skipped lunch today. 
A: So you got eat lunch today? 
 
 
(a) Percentages of ‘Acceptable’ responses    (b) Percentages of ‘Unacceptable’ responses 








Don’t have eat. 
Didn’t eat. 
Doesn’t eat. 
0 1 2 3 4 5 6 
Acceptability Scores 
Dialogue 6: A and B are at a famous food stall. B dislikes Laksa. 
A: Let’s eat here! It’s the best Laksa in Singapore. 
 
 
(a) Percentages of ‘Acceptable’ responses    (b) Percentages of ‘Unacceptable’ responses 
   
 
 
Dialogue 7: A and B are waiting for their groupmate who is already half an hour late, and has not informed 
them why she is late, or whether she is going to be turning up. 
A: You tried calling her? 
 
Don’t want, I never liked Laksa. 
Don’t want, I haven’t liked Laksa.. 
Don’t want, I don’t have liked Laksa. 
Don’t want, I didn’t liked Laksa.. 
Don’t want, I don’t liked Laksa.. 
0 1 2 3 4 5 6 
Acceptability Scores 
No, I never tried. 
No, I haven’t tried. 
No, I don’t have tried. 
No, I didn’t tried. 
No, I don’t tried. 
0 1 2 3 4 5 6 
Acceptability Scores 
 
(a) Percentages of ‘Acceptable’ responses    (b) Percentages of ‘Unacceptable’ responses 
   
 
Dialogue 8: B has just been defiant to his teacher when she scolded him for being late. 






I never want to die la. 
I haven’t want to die la. 
I don’t have want to die la. 
I didn’t want to die la. 
I don’t want to die la. 
0 1 2 3 4 5 6 
Acceptability Scores 
 
(a) Percentages of ‘Acceptable’ responses    (b) Percentages of ‘Unacceptable’ responses 
   
 
Dialogue 9: B has left her dinner on the table for an hour, and A is threatening to eat it. 
A: You don’t want I eat already ah. 
 
 
(a) Percentages of ‘Acceptable’ responses    (b) Percentages of ‘Unacceptable’ responses 








I never don’t want!! 
I haven’t don’t want!! 
I don’t have don’t want!! 
I didn’t don’t want!! 
I don’t don’t want!! 
0 1 2 3 4 5 6 
Acceptability Scores 
 Dialogue 10: B is a girl who has just fallen very heavily from her bicycle and is in great pain. 
A: You want to cry ah? 
 
 
(a) Percentages of ‘Acceptable’ responses    (b) Percentages of ‘Unacceptable’ responses 
   
 
Dialogue 11: B has just knocked against the edge of a table and scraped the skin off her leg. 




I don’t have. 
I didn’t. 
I don’t. 
0 1 2 3 4 5 6 
Acceptability Scores 
Where got, never start bleeding mah. 
Where got, haven't start bleeding mah. 
Where got, don’t have start bleeding mah. 
Where got, didn’t start bleeding mah. 
Where got, don’t start bleeding mah. 
0 1 2 3 4 5 6 
Acceptability Scores 
 
(a) Percentages of ‘Acceptable’ responses    (b) Percentages of ‘Unacceptable’ responses 
   
 
Dialogue 12: A mother has just reached home and is talking to her three-year-old daughter. 








no, don’t have! 
no, didn’t! 
no, doesn’t! 
0 1 2 3 4 5 6 
Acceptability Scores 
(a) Percentages of ‘Acceptable’ responses    (b) Percentages of ‘Unacceptable’ responses 
   
 
Dialogue 13: B is having her dinner. A calls her on the phone. 
A: Finish eating already? 
 
 
(a) Percentages of ‘Acceptable’ responses    (b) Percentages of ‘Unacceptable’ responses 







I never finish. 
I haven't finish. 
I don't have finish. 
I didn't finish. 
I don't finish. 
0 1 2 3 4 5 6 
Acceptability Scores 
Dialogue 14: A and B are talking about a friend who has recently gotten a prestigious scholarship. 
A: Chey, he got so clever meh? 
 
 
(a) Percentages of ‘Acceptable’ responses    (b) Percentages of ‘Unacceptable’ responses 
   
 
Dialogue 15: Today is Saturday. Mother wants to know if her daughter would be going to school the next 
Monday. 
Mother: You got go to school on Monday? 
 
never leh, that’s why! Must be some lousy 
scholarship. 
haven’t leh, that’s why! Must be some lousy 
scholarship. 
don’t have leh, that’s why! Must be some 
lousy scholarship. 
didn’t leh, that’s why! Must be some lousy 
scholarship. 
don’t leh, that’s why! Must be some lousy 
scholarship. 







0 1 2 3 4 5 6 
Acceptability Scores 
 
(a) Percentages of ‘Acceptable’ responses    (b) Percentages of ‘Unacceptable’ responses 
   
 
Dialogue 16: A is asking B about her future plans. 








Don’t have leh. 
Didn’t leh. 
Don’t leh. 
0 1 2 3 4 5 6 
Acceptability Scores 
(a) Percentages of ‘Acceptable’ responses    (b) Percentages of ‘Unacceptable’ responses 
   
